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Waters close to the continents can be

relatively shallow. Moving away from the

coasts towards the deeper oceans to a

depth of about 200m, the sea often

deepens dramatically. This is because

continents are surrounded by a steeply

sloping shelf. In some places around

southern Australia, the continental shelf 

is less than 10 kilometres wide but

elsewhere, in northern areas, it extends

over 200 kilometres.

The seabed of the continental shelf

contains a mosaic of marine plant and

animal habitats. Recent research indicates

that the shape and structure of the seabed

influences currents, which in turn

influence feeding conditions and the

species of fish found in a particular area.

The species found on the shelf depend on

latitude, depth, seabed type and water

currents. Continental shelf communities

depend on food energy from inshore and

further offshore (for example, seagrass

detritus). There is a cycling of nutrients on

the continental shelf through decaying

plant and animal material (detritus) which

is consumed by species known as

‘detrivores’. The detrivores produce nutrient

by-products such as nitrogen which are

mixed by currents and brought back to 

the surface.

The diagram shows how fish, squid and

other species move between the deep

ocean and the shelf. As one species eats

another, and that species is then eaten 

by another species, energy flows through

the food chain to predators which are

higher up the food chain.
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