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Abstract  15 

Many anthropogenic activities in the oceans involve direct contact with the seabed (for example pile 16 
driving), creating radiating particle motion waves. However, the consequences of these waveforms to 17 
marine organisms are largely unknown and there is little information on the ability of invertebrates to 18 
detect vibration, or indeed the acoustic component of the signal. Here sensitivity of the marine bivalve 19 
Mytilus edulis to substrate-borne vibration was quantified by exposure to vibration under controlled 20 
conditions. Sinusoidal excitation by tonal signals at frequencies within the range 5 – 410 Hz was 21 
applied during the tests, using the ‘staircase’ method of threshold determination. Thresholds were 22 
related to size and to seabed vibration data produced by anthropogenic activities. Clear behavioural 23 
changes were observed in response to the vibration stimulus. Thresholds ranged from 0.06 – 0.55       24 
m s-2 (acceleration RMS, root mean squared), with valve closure used as the behavioural indicator of  25 
reception and response. Thresholds were shown to be within the vibrations measured in the vicinity of 26 
anthropogenic operations such as pile driving and blasting. The responses show that vibration is likely 27 
to impact the overall fitness of both individuals and mussel beds of M. edulis due to disruption of 28 
natural valve periodicity, which may have ecosystem and commercial implications. The data here 29 
provide a valuable first step to understanding the impacts of such vibration upon a key coastal and 30 
estuarine invertebrate which lives near industrial and construction activity, and illustrate that the role 31 
of seabed vibration should not be underestimated when assessing the impacts of noise pollution.  32 
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threshold, marine energy. 34 

                                                           
1 Author to whom correspondence should be addressed. Electronic mail: Louise.Roberts@hull.ac.uk 

 

 



2 

 

Introduction   35 

Sound energy travels as a longitudinal (compressional) wave, alternately compressing and rarefying 36 
the particles across the medium (pressure), and causes an oscillation of molecules parallel to the 37 
direction of travel (particle motion) (Van der Graaf et al. 2012). For an underwater sound source 38 
encountering a solid, the particle motion may disperse not only via the water column, but also by the 39 
substrate (Hazelwood 2012, Hazelwood & Macey 2015) hence causing ‘water-borne’ and ‘substrate-40 
borne’ particle motion. Once in the seabed, the energy may be propagated as longitudinal 41 
(compressional ‘P’ waves), shear (transverse, ‘S’ waves), or surface (Rayleigh, ‘ground roll’) waves 42 
(Markl 1983, Aicher & Tautz 1990, Hazelwood & Macey 2015), with energy being transmitted in one 43 
or multiple waveforms depending on the substrate boundary layers, and connection to the substrate 44 
(for a review see Aicher and Tautz, 1990). For Rayleigh waves, the energy is confined to the surface 45 
of the seabed and the waves are likely to propagate for large distances from source (Hazelwood & 46 
Macey 2015). Energy in the substrate may also re-enter the water column at high levels, at large 47 
distances from the original source (Popper & Hastings 2009). Anthropogenic activities, especially 48 
those directly in contact with the seabed such pile driving and drilling, may produce such substrate-49 
borne vibrations. Underwater noise has been identified as a major stressor in marine systems and is 50 
subject to recent governance initiatives, for example the European Marine Strategy Framework 51 
Directive, which includes underwater energy and noise as one of its 11 descriptors against which 52 
Good Environmental Status is measured (Borja et al. 2013). Seabed vibration is not specifically 53 
mentioned yet the consequences of these waveforms to marine life are largely unknown; indeed there 54 
is little information on the ability of invertebrates to detect these waves in general (Roberts 2015).  55 

Detection of substrate-borne vibration (from now on referred to as vibration) has been described in 56 
various terrestrial organisms such as spiders, snakes, lizards, scorpions and insects, reviewed in Hill 57 
(2001). Semi-terrestrial fiddler crabs (Uca sp.) have also been shown to be receptive to, and indeed to 58 
communicate using such substrate vibrations (Salmon & Atsaides 1969, Salmon & Horch 1973, 59 
Popper et al. 2001). In the marine environment, other crustaceans have detection systems for particle 60 
motion, which may also be used for vibration (Tautz & Sandeman 1980, Breithaupt & Tautz 1988, 61 
1990, Roberts & Breithaupt 2015). Indeed reception, and perhaps communication, seems likely in 62 
marine invertebrates since vibrations can propagate large distances through solids, making the 63 
seabed an ideal medium for transmission, yet this area is still relatively unstudied (Hill 2001).  64 

There are few data regarding vibration detection in benthic invertebrates, indeed the research field 65 
has not progressed greatly since the review of Frings & Frings (1967). Of the data available, reactions 66 
to unquantified vibration stimuli < 500 Hz have been observed in decapods, coelenterates, and 67 
nudibranchs (Frings & Frings 1967), but focus has predominantly been upon semi-terrestrial 68 
crustaceans which use vibration during courtship (Salmon & Atsaides 1969, Horch 1971, Salmon & 69 
Horch 1973).  70 

There is relatively little information regarding the reception and use of vibration by molluscs, as 71 
commented upon by Markl (1983). Work has largely focussed upon the more active cephalopods, 72 
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where reception to water borne particle motion has been described, with the epidermal lines on the 73 
head proposed as the analogue to the fish lateral line, reviewed in Budelmann (1988). More recently 74 
ink-jetting behaviour has been linked to sound exposure (Fewtrell & McCauley 2012). In bivalves, the 75 
specific receptors to detect acoustic and vibrational stimuli are relatively unstudied although there is 76 
some support for reception (Mosher 1972, Kastelein 2008), and of detecting particle motion rather 77 
than pressure (Ellers 1995). Responses described include siphonal retraction, closure of the valves 78 
and, in the more active Pectinids, jumping from the substrate (Mosher 1972, Ellers 1995, Kastelein 79 
2008), although in many cases the precise levels of vibration are unspecified.  80 

The auditory evoked potential technique (AEP) (Nedwell et al. 2007) to determine vibroacoustic 81 
sensitivity has been successfully used in the cephalopods and one crustacean species (Lovell et al. 82 
2005, Mooney et al. 2010), although behavioural conditioning produces more accurate thresholds 83 
(Ladich & Fay 2013, Sisneros et al. 2015). Such behavioural conditioning is difficult in invertebrates, 84 
although has been successful in crustaceans (Offutt 1970). An alternative to this approach is to use 85 
small behavioural changes as markers for reception, for example postural changes, antenna 86 
movement and walking leg displacement are commonly used as response indicators in crustaceans 87 
(Heinisch & Wiese 1987, Goodall 1988, Breithaupt 2002), or monitoring of respiratory action as 88 
demonstrated in cephalopods (Kaifu et al. 2008).  89 

The current study tested the hypothesis that a common intertidal bivalve, Mytilus edulis (L., Family 90 
Mytilidae), would be sensitive to a precise and repeatable, quantifiable source of vibration, and that 91 
the stimulus would affect behaviour. The species occurs on both sheltered and wave exposed shores 92 
(Seed & Suchanek 1992), creating biogenic reefs (Borthagaray & Carranza 2007) and is a common 93 
biofouling species, also of great commercial importance. The sensitivity of this species to vibration 94 
has not been previously determined but, due to a lack of any inner ear or ear-like structure, is likely to 95 
involve an array of mechanoreceptors across the body, or a statocyst, as found in other bivalves 96 
(Cragg & Nott 1977, Zhadan 2005). To our knowledge, this is undescribed for M. edulis. As an 97 
organism adapted to low, moderate and high energy shores, it is hypothesised that this species would 98 
be sensitive to vibrational changes.  99 

Materials and Methodology 100 

Experiments were undertaken in one session with mussels collected from the intertidal area of Filey 101 
Brigg shore, Filey (54° 13' 02.5"N 0° 16' 28.3"W). The animals were transported in seawater and 102 
placed directly in a glass holding tank (600 x 300 x 300 mm) with a partially sandy substrate, strewn 103 
with small rocks for attachment. Mussels were retained in natural groups until testing days and were 104 
not specifically fed for the duration of their time in the laboratory; however the seawater supply to the 105 
tank was unfiltered, therefore it is likely that some algae were present in the water, allowing some 106 
limited feeding. Valves were not cleared of external fouling organisms (e.g. barnacles), to avoid 107 
stressing the animal. One to two partial water changes were undertaken during the period in the 108 
laboratory. Subjects were given, at minimum, 72 hrs in the holding tanks prior to experiments.  109 
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Experimental setup  110 

A shaker system was used to expose animals to primarily substrate-borne particle motion, with 111 
minimal pressure or water-borne particle motion elsewhere in the tank. External ground vibrations 112 
affecting the experimental tank (400 x 600 mm) were minimised using a purpose-built layered 113 
structure (Figure 1). A weighted steel frame, completely separate to the base, held an 114 
electromagnetic shaker (LDS v101, sine force 8.9 N, 5 – 12,000 Hz) above the tank, with a carbon 115 
fibre stinger rod descending to the substrate. The rod terminated in a plastic cap (35 mm) buried in 116 
the substrate to increase vibration propagation. At the other end of the tank an arena (100 x 50 mm) 117 
was positioned, consisting of a circular piece of plastic without a base. The arena was screened to 118 
eliminate visual disturbance. The experimental tank had a substrate of fine white aquarium sand 119 
(depth 30 mm) and a water depth of 150 mm. While mussels attach to hard substratum, this can be a 120 
shell or stone on sand. However, such an attachment was avoided here as it would have (a) required 121 
cutting the byssal attachment during the experiment, and (b) influenced the vibration received by the 122 
animal depending on the strength of byssal attachment.   123 

Inside the arena each mussel was placed with the umbo (adjacent to the hinge margin) into the 124 
substrate and the exhalant siphon pointing upwards, and was not restrained in any way. A camera 125 
(Microsoft Lifecam web-camera in a subsea housing) was situated above the arena allowing 126 
behaviour to be monitored live, and the presentation signal to be modified accordingly. The external 127 
monitor for the camera eliminated disturbance by the experimenter.  128 

Each mussel was acclimated in the experimental tank for 1 hour without vibration prior to threshold 129 
determination. Preliminary tests indicated that a response of an individual to vibration could be 130 
classed as full or partial valve closure (a reduction in valve gape by approximately half), hereafter 131 
termed ‘valve closure’ as the reception indicator. Additional responses were observed such as 132 
retraction of the foot, a ‘twitch’ of the valves (minor movement of the valve as if to close, but remaining 133 
open) and digging in the sandy substrate.  134 

Shell length (maximum anterior-posterior axis) and shell width (maximum lateral axis) were measured 135 
after testing (using Vernier callipers, ± 0.1 mm), and length-width ratio was derived.  136 

Vibration stimuli and threshold determination 137 

Sinusoidal signals (8 second duration) with a 1 s rise and decay time to prevent distortion, were 138 
presented at 11 amplitudes (incrementally 6 dB below the maximum amplitude the shaker could 139 
produce) (Figure A1, supplemental). Seven frequencies, equally spaced across a frequency range of 140 
5 – 410 Hz were presented. Signals were played back through a Roland R-09HR MP3 recorder, after 141 
being created in AUDACITY (open source, version 2.0.5) and exported on an SD card. The recorder was 142 
connected to the electromagnetic shaker and a car amplifier (JL Audio XD 200/2 200 W 2 channel, full 143 
range 12 – 22 kHz). 144 

[Figure 1] 145 
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Threshold determination was undertaken using the ‘standard staircase’ method (Cornsweet 1962), 146 
which involves exposing the subject to the stimulus and choosing the next signal according to the 147 
observed response. A negative response prompted an increase of the signal and vice versa, until two 148 
amplitudes were repeatedly presented, with positive and negative responses consistent i.e. the 149 
staircase had reached a plateau. An average of ten iterations was taken to be the threshold 150 
(Cornsweet 1962), (Figure A2, supplemental). Full and partial valve closure were used as the 151 
response indicator to calculate the threshold. 152 

A threshold value was calculated at each frequency. At a random point across each test session 153 
animals were also exposed to a ‘blank’ clip (a zero amplitude file, no vibration) to investigate the effect 154 
of the equipment itself (hereafter termed a control trial). The presentation of frequencies was 155 
randomised and an interval of 10 – 15 minutes was given between frequencies to allow for recovery. 156 
Each individual was tested at seven different frequencies at eleven amplitude levels. Amplitudes were 157 
presented 2 – 5 minutes apart, depending on the duration of response. Two mussels were tested per 158 
day, one per session (morning and afternoon) respectively. There was no indication of habituation 159 
across the tests, which typically lasted 4 - 5 hours. As such no further tests for habituation were 160 
undertaken. 161 

Stimulus measurements and signal analysis   162 

Vibrations emitted to the substrate were measured in the vertical axis (m s-2,1 k/s sampling rate) using 163 
a waterproofed Brüel & Kjær  piezo-electric accelerometer (Type 4333, sensitivity 20.60 mV/g) 164 
connected to a Brüel & Kjær Charge Amplifier type 2635. The accelerometer was placed next to the 165 
arena, on the outside, throughout the experiments, as the subjects were likely to interrupt the signal if 166 
they came into contact with the sensor (Figure 1). 167 

Since particle motion is a vector quantity, a three-dimensional geophone sensor system was used to 168 
demonstrate the relative magnitude of velocity in all three planes (m s-1) (Sensor Nederland, SM-7 169 
370 ohm, IO, 28.8 V/m/s). The geophone was adjacent to the arena on the sandy substrate and was 170 
connected to an ADInstrument Powerlab data acquisition module and an IBM Laptop with CHART 171 
software (version 5.5.6). The positioning of the geophone was such that the x axis was between the 172 
shaker stinger rod and the arena, the y axis vertical and the z axis perpendicular, across the tank. The 173 
signal was of greatest amplitude in the vertical axis (Figure 2) although at 5 Hz the z axis was slightly 174 
greater perhaps due to interference. 175 

[Figure 2] 176 

Data from both sensors were recorded simultaneously (and continuously) using CHART 5.5 software. 177 
All measurements were made in terms of root mean square (RMS), defined as the square root of the 178 
sum of the squared amplitude of the points. All four sensor channels were selected simultaneously 179 
allowing RMS calculations for the accelerometer and the geophone signals (x, y, z axis). Exactly 6 180 
seconds of each signal were used for the measurements, with the 1 s rise and fall part of the signal 181 
omitted. These values were then adjusted using a correction value (calculated as the difference in 182 
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RMS between inside and outside the arena) to calculate the vibration received inside the arena, and 183 
then were averaged to calculate the threshold value for each frequency.  184 

Spectra of the excitation signals were calculated from all time periods using a 1024 FFTs, Blackman 185 
window (1 k/s). In each stimulus frequency there was a prominent peak at the desired frequency with 186 
slight variation of signal per experimental session. It is of note that in some cases at 40 Hz there were 187 
harmonic peaks due to resonance. At the maximum these peaks were 10 – 30% of the maximum 188 
peak amplitude, as such the 40 Hz results were viewed with some caution (Figure A3, supplemental).  189 

A six second sample of background level for each day and frequency was used and averaged to 190 
calculate average background levels (RMS) across each experimental day, for the main experimental 191 
periods. There was no significant difference between background levels of the compared periods 192 
(Kruskal-wallis, H = 0.68, df = 2, p = 0.71), hence the average background level across all periods 193 
(0.0074 m s-2, RMS) was compared to threshold values.  194 

At the end of the experiments, the 4333 accelerometer and the geophone data were calibrated 195 
against a type 4370 accelerometer (Brüel & Kjær, sensitivity 80 mV/g) which was used for the sole 196 
purpose of calibration, for method see Roberts (2015). 197 

Statistical analysis  198 

All data sets were tested for normality (Shapiro-Wilk) and log transformed as appropriate to fulfil the 199 
assumption of parametric tests. Where this was not possible non-parametric tests were used. Mussel 200 
thresholds were averaged across individuals at each frequency. Shell width (mm), length (mm) and 201 
shell length/width ratio were correlated with average threshold values (m s-2) using Pearsons R 202 
correlation (m s-2, RMS) (data separated according to frequency) or Spearmans Rho correlation when 203 
assumptions for parametric test were not fulfilled. 204 

Thresholds were related to literature-derived values of vibration produced by anthropogenic vibration 205 
(measured as velocity, m s-1) (Roberts, 2015; Roberts et al. accepted). Therefore sine wave equations 206 
were used to convert the thresholds from the current work into velocity (m s-1) using the sinusoidal 207 
wave equation for amplitude: 208 

 𝐴𝐴 = 2𝜋𝜋𝜋𝜋𝜋𝜋 [1] 

where A = acceleration (m s-2, RMS), f = frequency (Hz) and V = velocity (m s-1, RMS). 209 

 210 

Anthropogenic vibration levels used here are given in terms of maximum peak amplitude across all 211 
axes - the axis of the maximum was not provided in the source literature and therefore it is not known 212 
which axis was predominant in the given signals. 213 

 214 

 215 
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Results 216 

Threshold determination in M. edulis 217 

Fifteen adult mussels, shell length 35.7 – 43.8 mm, were tested for sensitivity to sinusoidal waves at 218 
seven frequencies 5 – 410 Hz.  The mussels were deemed healthy as there was no mortality and 219 
valve gape was frequent, gills and siphons were visible, and the foot explored the area sometimes 220 
leading to partial digging behaviour. Clear valve gape changes were observed in all mussels in 221 
response to the vibration stimulus, which were distinct from the valve movements during natural 222 
rhythms of feeding. No reactions were observed during control trials. Full and partial valve closure 223 
responses were frequent and clearly visible throughout the experiment.  On average each mussel 224 
reacted to five out of the seven frequencies tested (n = 15), regardless of individual and the day 225 
tested. Response was similar across all frequencies with an average of 12 reactions per frequency 226 

out of 15 (= 11.57, SD = 2.15) (Table 1). With regard to observer bias, given the well-defined criteria 227 

for open, closed and partially closed, there was little ambiguity in response and so an independent 228 
verification was not needed. However, all experiments were filmed for later verification if required. 229 
Furthermore, real-time determination of response was necessary given that the observer also had to 230 
control the equipment settings. Finally, there was no incentive to bias a yes or a no response, since 231 
there were no previously known threshold values to aim towards, or other results to disprove.  232 

The greatest sensitivity to vibration was measured at 10 Hz, with an average threshold of 0.06 m s-2 233 
(RMS, n = 15) in the vertical direction. Thresholds ranged from 0.06 – 0.55 m s-2, with an 234 
approximately consistent level but a prominent peak (reduction in sensitivity) at 210 Hz of 0.55 m s-2 235 
(RMS), (Figure 3A). 236 

There was a significant correlation between length of mussel (mm) and average threshold value 237 
 (m s-2) (Pearsons r = 0.59, n = 13, p < 0.05, log transformed), (Figure 3B) but not between width 238 
(mm) or length/width ratio and average threshold values (all frequencies together, Pearson r = 0.50, n 239 
= 13, p = 0.08 and r = -0.002, n = 13, p = 0.10 respectively, log transformed). When the data were 240 
subdivided according to frequency (Hz), there were no significant correlations between the threshold 241 
and the morphological variables (Table 2). 242 

[Table 1] 243 

[Figure 3] 244 

[Table 2] 245 

Discussion   246 

Sensitivity of mussels to vibrations 247 

Sounds in the oceans are produced naturally by various abiotic sources including waves, bubbles, 248 
wind, and turbulence. In addition to this, biotic sources can include incidental feeding and 249 
communication sounds of marine organisms, hydrodynamic sounds created by shoals, and byssal 250 
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thread movement of bivalves (Di Iorio et al. 2012). Detection of ambient levels of substrate-borne 251 
vibration (and water-borne in some cases) may be advantageous, for example for detection of waves 252 
(e.g. Ellers, 1995) or predators. 253 

Here, mussels responded to sinusoidal vibratory signals in the frequency range of 5 – 410 Hz. 254 
Responses were relatively constant across all frequencies, with a prominent decrease in sensitivity at 255 
210 Hz (0.55 m s-2, RMS). A reduction in sensitivity with increasing frequency such as this has been 256 
demonstrated in crustaceans, fish and cephalopods (Salmon & Atsaides 1969, Packard et al. 1990, 257 
Hughes et al. 2014). In our study the sensitivity increased again at 410 Hz. Spectral analysis indicated 258 
that the 410 Hz was relatively ‘pure’ in terms of frequency composition; therefore the reason for the 259 
anomaly is not known. Alternatively, it is possible that the 210 Hz value was over-estimated by the 260 
accelerometer, possibly affected by resonance. Use of a non-contact transducer such as a laser 261 
Doppler vibrometer (e.g. Breithaupt, 2002) to measure the vibration on the mussel valve itself would 262 
have been valuable to further understand these results.  263 

Sensitivity to vibration decreased with size (and hence weight) of the mussel. This may be caused by 264 
the higher inertia of larger mussels. Rayleigh waves will accelerate a mussel resting on the ground in 265 
the vertical axis. At a given force a heavier mussel needs more acceleration to be moved in the 266 
vertical plane than a lighter mussel. This dependence on size (or weight) is a consequence of the 267 
current experimental set up and may not be of biological significance. Naturally, mussels are attached 268 
to solid objects and depend on transmission characteristics of the solid. 269 

There have been few studies investigating sensitivity of bivalves to vibration (Frings 1964, Mosher 270 
1972, Kowalewski et al. 1992, Ellers 1995, Zhadan 2005, Kastelein 2008). Of these, only one 271 
provides detailed measurements of the exposure stimulus (Kowalewski et al. 1992) but focussed 272 
upon mortality of larval forms rather than responses of adults. Incomplete or undisclosed descriptions 273 
of exposures in other studies make it difficult to fully interpret the results, for example when 274 
references to sensitivity are given without data to confirm these observations. Therefore there are 275 
insufficient data with which to compare the current sensitivity results. Other studies do not provide 276 
details of the vibration stimulus in terms of amplitude, but do indicate the frequency range of 277 
reception. For example vibration sensitivity of Cerastoderma edule (Cardiidae) and swift scallop 278 
Chlamys swifti (Pectinidae) has been demonstrated in the region of 20 – 64 kHz (Zhadan 2005, 279 
Kastelein 2008); and sensitivity < 1000 Hz was shown for  Macoma balthica (Tellinidae), 280 
Mizuhopecten yessoensis (Pectinidae) and Donax variabilis (Donacidae) (Mosher 1972, Ellers 1995, 281 
Zhadan 2005).  282 

Whilst threshold data for bivalves are sparse, they are available for other more active molluscs, for 283 
example cephalopods (Packard et al. 1990, Kaifu et al. 2008), although these have a more complex 284 
nervous system. These studies indicate a greater sensitivity to particle motion than M. edulis, with 285 
threshold amplitudes ranging from 0.0003 – 1.1 m s-2 (water-borne particle motion,1 – 300 Hz) (Kaifu 286 
et al. 2008, Mooney et al. 2010). It is of note that the cephalopod studies use different methodologies, 287 
and water-borne stimuli rather than the vibration stimuli used here. However although cephalopods 288 
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are more mobile than sessile bivalves, they are still in contact with the substrate. In general, most 289 
research focus has been upon crustaceans where threshold sensitivities are reported to be in the 290 
range of 0.002 – 0.81 m s-2 (20 – 1600 Hz, RMS acceleration) (Salmon & Atsaides 1969, Horch 1971, 291 
Salmon & Horch 1973, Breithaupt & Tautz 1988, Breithaupt 2002, Hughes et al. 2014), within the 292 
range demonstrated in the current work.  293 

Due to a lack of any specific ear-like structure, two receptor systems are likely to be involved in the 294 
detection of vibration in non-cephalopod molluscs- the internal system (statocyst) and external system 295 
(superficial receptors such as mechanoreceptors on the epidermal layer) (Lacourse & Northrop 1977, 296 
Budelmann 1992), see supplemental text. Epidermal sensory cells may be stimulated by 297 
hydrodynamic and vibrational changes causing deflection of cilia cells on the body surface (Cragg & 298 
Nott 1977, Zhadan 2005) and in some cases may involve specialised abdominal sense organs 299 
(Budelmann 1988, Zhadan 2005). It is also likely that vibration travelling through the body may 300 
stimulate movement of the statocyst system (Lacourse & Northrop 1977, Ellers 1995, Kaifu et al. 301 
2008, Mooney et al. 2010), as in other invertebrates (Budelmann 1988). However there are few data 302 
available on these systems in bivalves, (Budelmann 1992), although responses to water movements 303 
have been observed (Frings & Frings 1967), and there are statocyst descriptions for other bivalves 304 
(Cragg & Nott 1977, Zhadan 2005). 305 

Behavioural responses and implications 306 

In the current work, responses were clear and occurred at onset of the stimulus. The response of M. 307 
edulis to fully calibrated vibration sources has not been recorded previously, although responses may 308 
be similar across bivalves, where valve closure, siphon retraction and burrowing have been 309 
documented  (Mosher 1972, Kádár et al. 2005, Kastelein 2008). 310 

With all behavioural experiments involving presentation of stimuli, there is a risk of habituation. As 311 
with Macoma balthica (Mosher 1972), there was no evidence of habituation in the current work. 312 
Nevertheless it would be valuable to explore this further, in particular to assess the repercussions of 313 
the response, especially as habituation would not protect them from predators. Furthermore, an 314 
investigation into the response variability of the same animal between days would also be valuable, 315 
an aspect already explored with other invertebrates (Roberts 2015).  316 

The closure of the valves in response to a stressor, as seen here, is a costly behaviour in terms of 317 
energy, respiratory and heart rate disruption, and an impaired excretion ability, for example, a 3-hour 318 
valve closure has been demonstrated to halve oxygen within the shell and double carbon dioxide 319 
levels (Akberali & Trueman 1979). Since energy balance changes with feeding, respiration and 320 
excretion, scope for growth (energy balance) and body condition index (longer nutritional and 321 
energetic status) are also likely to be affected by valve movement changes; such changes have been 322 
demonstrated in response to other pollutants (Widdows et al. 1984, Widdows et al. 2002, Mazik et al. 323 
2013). It is therefore possible that the valve closures exhibited here could affect the overall fitness of 324 
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the individuals eventually leading to population effects (Widdows et al. 1984) although these aspects, 325 
and those in relation to synergistic effects of stressors (Mazik et al 2013) require further study. 326 

Relation to anthropogenic vibration levels 327 

The frequency range tested in the current work (5 – 500 Hz) was chosen since energy of key 328 
anthropogenic acoustic signatures is concentrated at low frequencies (Nedwell et al. 2003) as are 329 
many natural sounds (NRC 2005). The frequency range of such energy within the substrate is also 330 
likely to be < 100 Hz (Subacoustech Ltd., unpubl., Roberts et  al. - accepted). In terms of vibrations, 331 
the longer wavelengths of low frequencies are likely to propagate further and therefore are perhaps 332 
more likely to be present close to and at greater distances from anthropogenic operations. However, 333 
the lack of published field information makes it difficult to  relate thresholds to actual values of 334 
anthropogenic signals (Hazelwood & Macey 2015). Due to the complexities of underwater sound 335 
measurement, many studies only measure sound pressure, without considering water-borne particle 336 
motion, or indeed the energy in the seabed. Anthropogenic activities that specifically contact the 337 
seabed are of most relevance to the current work - for example pile driving or those which 338 
intentionally produce high levels of substrate vibration, which produce vibrations as compressional, 339 
Rayleigh and shear waves (Athanasopoulos & Pelekis 2000, Thandavamoorthy 2004, Hazelwood 340 
2012, Hazelwood & Macey 2015). 341 

The threshold of sensitivity determined here ranged from 0.00005 – 0.002 m s-1 (RMS) after 342 
conversion to velocity. The sensitivity data here fall within levels measured near to anthropogenic 343 
operations, indicating that the mussels are able to detect such stimuli and show behavioural 344 
responses. For example, vibrations measured at 296 m from blasting are greater than the threshold 345 
range (6.25 kg charge weight) (Edwards & Kynoch 2008), indicating that the energy would be 346 
detectable and would be likely to elicit a behavioural change. Similarly, vibration levels at 35 m from 347 
pile driving (0.9m diameter pile, muddy substrate, 5 – 50 Hz, Subacoustech unpubl.) are several 348 
orders of magnitude higher than the threshold levels, as are those at 22 m from impact drilling (Parvin 349 
& Brooker 2008), indicating they would be detectable by mussels at considerable distances from the 350 
source. Vibrations measured at 45 m from auger piling (0.75 m diameter auger, 30 m deep) (Parvin et 351 
al. 2007) also fall well within the threshold range. Details of the measurement procedures for the 352 
above data are described in Roberts et al.– accepted, and summarised in Roberts (2015), alongside 353 
additional measurements. Close to source, strong vibrations probably elicit stronger behavioural 354 
changes, and perhaps injury, although the threshold for damage was not investigated here and that 355 
there is a lack of published vibration data for comparison. It is of note that a stimulus does not need to 356 
be ‘detected’ to cause damage to an organism, nor does detection necessarily always elicit a 357 
response. 358 

Levels of vibration produced by man-made operations will vary significantly according to, for example, 359 
the sea bed composition, type of source and environmental parameters (Thandavamoorthy 2004). 360 
Therefore whilst the data here indicate potential detection at specific distances from various source 361 
types, actual detection would be scenario-specific. Impulsive signals such as pile driving and seismic 362 
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surveys additionally produce a water-borne particle motion and a sound pressure component which 363 
were deliberately not replicated in the current work as they would confound the observed responses 364 
due to interacting factors. Furthermore, the noise from some activities which do not have specific 365 
contact with the seabed (such as shipping) may also produce seismic waves in the seabed after 366 
propagation through the water (Hazelwood 2012) and therefore be relevant, although levels of these 367 
are relatively unknown. The current methodology could be adjusted to incorporate other vibration 368 
stimuli, including different anthropogenic recordings, and variation in pure tones such as the duration 369 
of the signal. Repeating the tests in the natural environment would also be valuable. 370 

The lack of information is important given the inclusion of underwater noise and energy as an 371 
environmental pressure in the OSPAR convention (guiding international co-operation for protection of 372 
the North-East Atlantic) and within the European Marine Strategy Framework Directive (Van der Graaf 373 
et al. 2012). These aim to set levels of sound exposure to protect marine species and Good 374 
Environmental Status (Borja et al 2013) even though seabed vibration is not mentioned specifically. 375 
By collating sensitivities of a key invertebrate and actual vibration data, the current work emphasises 376 
that substrate-borne vibration has a role within noise assessments, and therefore the setting of criteria 377 
for both substrate-borne and water-borne energy. 378 

Stimulus presentation  379 

In the current work, M. edulis was exposed to sinusoidal waves which were greatest in the vertical 380 
plane (horizontal waves were also present to a much smaller degree), although it is difficult to 381 
determine the wave type present without further investigation. Rayleigh waves, whilst involving 382 
circular motion of particles, excite the substrate in the horizontal and the vertical plane hence these 383 
may be most relevant to the current work (Hazelwood 2012, Hazelwood & Macey 2015). These are 384 
detectable by semi-terrestrial crustaceans such as Uca pugilator (Aicher & Tautz 1990), by using 385 
receptors in the walking appendages, but data for bivalves are unavailable. 386 

Whilst the vibratory signal here was predominantly substrate-borne, it may also have had included 387 
water-borne particle motion and perhaps even sound pressure in the experimental tank. However by 388 
using a shaker directly contacting the substrate, the sound pressure and interference phenomena 389 
found in small tanks (Rogers 2015) are likely to be minimal compared to the substrate signal. The 390 
energy of the signal was predominantly in the vertical axis, but energy was also present in the other 391 
two planes, and hence the animals may have been responding to this additionally. The present 392 
experimental set up was a trade-off between allowing natural behavioural responses and creating a 393 
relevant stimulus. Further tests could involve a tank where water-borne particle motion and pressure 394 
could also be controlled allowing an investigation of acoustics as well as substrate vibration.  395 

Conclusions  396 

As with all vibrational and acoustical studies, the results here should be taken within the experimental 397 
context, involving a particular exposure duration, frequency range, substrate, vibration stimulus, and 398 
species. Extrapolating the results is not possible since propagation of vibration energy varies 399 
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according to, for example, substrate, environment, and propagation conditions (Kim & Lee 2000). 400 
Furthermore, behavioural responses of an individual may be affected by other individual-specific cues 401 
such as energy availability, size, respiratory requirements, interactions with conspecifics and perhaps 402 
even consistent individual behaviours, reviewed in Roberts (2015). It is not known how energetically 403 
costly the behaviours exhibited in the current work were, or to what extent they would affect the long-404 
term fitness of the animals.   405 

The present work has provided a valuable first indication of the sensitivity of a common intertidal 406 
species which is important on an ecological and a commercial scale. The methods are fully 407 
reproducible and the vibration stimulus was described in three axes; this allows comparisons with 408 
future studies. Vibration sensitivity is important within the context of marine noise pollution due to the 409 
prevalence of activities contacting the seabed. By comparing sensitivities to field measurements, the 410 
data here demonstrate that M. edulis is likely to detect such vibrations and is likely to exhibit 411 
behavioural changes at levels actually produced by operations. This is highly relevant since the 412 
shallow, coastal areas occupied by M. edulis are also those frequently used for man-made activities, 413 
the productivity of mussel beds may be therefore affected by exposure which could have both 414 
ecosystem and commercial implications. Hence this valuable first step towards demonstrating the 415 
sensitivity of a common bivalve species to substrate-borne energy clearly illustrates that the effect of 416 
seismic waves cannot be underestimated when considering the impact of anthropogenic noise in the 417 
marine environment.  418 

Acknowledgements  419 

We are grateful to the UK Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) for funding 420 
the doctorate which incorporated this work, and to the following for discussions of experimental ideas, 421 
technical discussions and support throughout: Professor A. Hawkins (Loughine Ltd.), Dr A. Franco 422 
(IECS, University of Hull), and Dr R. Pérez-Domínguez (APEM). The author would also like to thank 423 
S. Jennings and V. Swetez (University of Hull) for animal collection and husbandry. We are also 424 
thankful to those who allowed the use of the anthropogenic vibration data: Rockfall Ltd, Shear Design 425 
and AECOM UK. Finally we thank the two anonymous referees for their valuable comments which 426 
have helped improve the manuscript.  427 

Ethical note 428 

The experiments of this chapter were approved by Hull University Ethics Committee (university ethics 429 
reference no. U034).  There were no obvious adverse effects on the animals before, during or after 430 
experiments. After use, animals were either kept for future experiments in the Hull University aquaria, 431 
or returned to the shore. Mussels were handled as little as possible throughout the work. 432 

 433 

References 434 

Aicher B, Tautz J (1990) Vibrational communication in the fiddler crab Uca pugilator. J Comp Physiol, 435 
A 166:345-353 436 



13 

 

Akberali HB, Trueman ER (1979) pO2, and pCO2 changes in the mantle cavity of Scrobicularia plana 437 
(Bivalvia) under normal and stress conditions. Estuar Coast Mar Sci 9:499-507 438 

Athanasopoulos GA, Pelekis PC (2000) Ground vibrations from sheetpile driving in urban 439 
environment: measurements, analysis and effects on buildings and occupants. Soil Dyn 440 
Earthquake Eng 19:371-387 441 

Borja A, Elliott M, Andersen JH, Cardoso AC, Carstensen J, Ferreira JG, Heiskanen A-S, Marques 442 
JC, Neto JM, Teixeira H, Uusitalo L, Uyarra MC, Zampoukas N (2013) Good environmental 443 
status of marine ecosystems: what is it and how do we know when we have attained it? Mar 444 
Pollut Bull 76:16-27 445 

Borthagaray AI, Carranza A (2007) Mussels as ecosystem engineers: Their contribution to species 446 
richness in a rocky littoral community. Acta Oecol 31:243-250 447 

Breithaupt T (2002) Sound perception in aquatic crustaceans. In: Wiese K (ed) The crustacean 448 
nervous system. Springer, Berlin 449 

Breithaupt T, Tautz J (1988) Vibration sensitivity of the crayfish statocyst. Naturwissenschaften 450 
75:310-312 451 

Breithaupt T, Tautz J (1990) The sensitivity of crayfish mechanoreceptors to hydrodynamic and 452 
acoustic stimuli. In: Wiese K, Krenz W-D, Tautz J, Reichert H, Mulloney B (eds) Frontiers in 453 
crustacean neurobiology. Springer-Verlag, New York 454 

Budelmann BU (1988) Morphological diversity of equilibrium receptor systems in aquatic 455 
invertebrates. In: Atema J, Fay RR, Popper AN, Tavolga WN (eds) Sensory biology of aquatic 456 
animals. Springer-verlag, New York 457 

Budelmann BU (1992) Hearing in nonarthropod invertebrates. In: Webster DBF, R.R., Popper AN 458 
(eds) The evolutionary biology of hearing. Springer-Velag, New York 459 

Cornsweet TN (1962) The staircase-method in psychophysics. The American Journal of Psychology 460 
75:485-491 461 

Cragg SM, Nott JA (1977) The ultrastructure of the statocysts in the pediveliger larvae of Pecten 462 
maximus (L.) (Bivalvia). J Exp Mar Biol Ecol 27:23-36 463 

Di Iorio L, Gervaise C, Jaud V, Robson AA, Chauvaud L (2012) Hydrophone detects cracking sounds: 464 
non-intrusive monitoring of bivalve movement. J Exp Mar Biol Ecol 432–433:9-16 465 

Edwards B, Kynoch J (2008) Underwater sound pressure and ground vibration measurements taken 466 
during blasting in the Ben Schoeman Dock in Cape Town  Subacoustech report 780R0102 467 

Ellers O (1995) Discrimination among wave-generated sounds by a swash-riding clam.  189:128-137 468 
Fewtrell JL, McCauley RD (2012) Impact of air gun noise on the behaviour of marine fish and squid. 469 

Mar Pollut Bull 64:984-993 470 

Frings H (1964) Problems and prospects in research on marine invertebrate sound production and 471 
reception. In: Tavolga WN (ed) Marine Bio-Acoustics Pergamon Press, Oxford 472 

Frings H, Frings M (1967) Underwater sound fields and behavior of marine invertebrates. In: Tavolga 473 
WN (ed) Marine Bio-Acoustics Pergamon Press, Oxford 474 

Goodall C (1988) The sensory detection of water borne vibrational stimuli and their motor effects in 475 
the norway lobster, Nephrops norvegicus (L.). Doctor of Philosophy PhD, Glasgow University  476 

Hazelwood RA (2012) Ground roll waves as a potential influence on fish: measurement and analysis 477 
techniques. Adv Exp Med Biol 730:449-452 478 

Hazelwood RA, Macey P (2015) The intrinsic directional information of ground roll waves. In: Hawkins 479 
AD, Popper AN (eds) The Third International Conference on The Effects of Noise on Aquatic 480 
Life. Springer In Press 2015, Budapest 481 

Heinisch P, Wiese K (1987) Sensitivity to movement and vibration of water in the North Sea shrimp 482 
Crangon crangon L. J Crust Biol 7:401-413 483 

Hill PSM (2001) Vibration and animal communication: a review. Am Zool 41:1135-1142 484 



14 

 

Horch K (1971) An organ for hearing and vibration sense in the ghost crab Ocypode. J Comp Physiol, 485 
A 73:1-21 486 

Hughes AR, Mann DA, Kimbro DL (2014) Predatory fish sounds can alter crab foraging behaviour and 487 
influence bivalve abundance. Proc R Soc Lond, Ser B: Biol Sci 281 488 

Kádár E, Costa V, Santos RS, Lopes H (2005) Behavioural response to the bioavailability of inorganic 489 
mercury in the hydrothermal mussel Bathymodiolus azoricus. Journal of Experimental Biology 490 
208:505-513 491 

Kaifu K, Akamatsu T, Segawa S (2008) Underwater sound detection by cephalopod statocyst. Fish 492 
Sci 74:781-786 493 

Kastelein RA (2008) Effects of vibrations on the behaviour of cockles (bivalve molluscs). Bioacoustics 494 
17:74-75 495 

Kim D-S, Lee J-S (2000) Propagation and attenuation characteristics of various ground vibrations. 496 
Soil Dyn Earthquake Eng 19:115-126 497 

Kowalewski J, Patrick PH, Christie AE (1992) Effect of acoustic energy on the zebra mussel 498 
(Dreissena polymorpha).  Zebra Mussels Biology, Impacts and Control. CRC Press 499 

Lacourse JR, Northrop RB (1977) Mechanoreceptors within the anterior byssus retractor muscle of 500 
Mytilus edulis (L.). Am Zool 17 501 

Ladich F, Fay R (2013) Auditory evoked potential audiometry in fish. Rev Fish Biol Fish 23:317-364 502 
Lovell JM, Findlay MM, Moate RM, Yan HY (2005) The hearing abilities of the prawn Palaemon 503 

serratus. Comparative Biochemistry and Physiology - Part A: Molecular & Integrative 504 
Physiology 140:89-100 505 

Markl H (1983) Vibrational communication. In: Huber F, Markl H (eds) Neuroethology and Behavioral 506 
Physiology. Springer-Verlag, Berlin. 507 

Mazik K, Hitchman N, Quintino V, Taylor CJL, Butterfield J, Elliott M (2013) Sublethal effects of a 508 
chlorinated and heated effluent on the physiology of the mussel, Mytilus edulis L.: a reduction 509 
in fitness for survival? Mar Pollut Bull 77:123-131 510 

Mooney TA, Hanlon RT, Christensen-Dalsgaard J, Madsen PT, Ketten DR, Nachtigall PE (2010) 511 
Sound detection by the longfin squid (Loligo pealeii) studied with auditory evoked potentials: 512 
sensitivity to low-frequency particle motion and not pressure. J Exp Biol 213:3748-3759 513 

Mosher JI (1972) The responses of Macoma balthica (bivalvia) to vibrations. Proceedings of the 514 
Malacological Society of London 40:125-131 515 

Nedwell J, Turnpenny A, Lovell JM, Parvin SJ, Workman R, Spinks JAL, Howell D (2007) A validation 516 
of the dBht as a measure of the behavioural and auditory effects of underwater noise. 517 
Subacoustech Report No. 534R1231 518 

Nedwell JR, Langworthy J, Howell D (2003) Assessment of sub-sea acoustic noise and vibration from 519 
offshore wind turbines and its impact on marine wildlife; initial measurements of underwater 520 
noise during construction of offshore windfarms, and comparison with background noise.  521 
Subacoustech Report ref: 544R0423. COWRIE 522 

NRC (2005) Marine mammal populations and ocean noise: determining when noise causes 523 
biologically significant effects. U.S. National Research Council (NRC) 524 

Offutt GC (1970) Acoustic stimulus perception by the American lobster, Homarus americanus 525 
(Decapoda). Experientia 26:1276-1278 526 

Packard A, Karlsen HE, Sand O (1990) Low frequency hearing in cephalopods. J Comp Physiol, A 527 
166:501-505 528 

Parvin SJ, Brooker A (2008) Measurement and assessment of underwater noise and vibration during 529 
operations with the Tidal Generation Ltd impact drilling device, Vobster Lake. Subacoustech 530 
report 810R0204 531 

Parvin SJ, Workman R, Brooker A (2007) Assessment of underwater noise and vibration during auger 532 
piling operations, the River Usk, Newport. Subacoustech report  722R0106 533 



15 

 

Popper AN, Hastings MC (2009) The effects of anthropogenic sources of sound on fishes. J Fish Biol 534 
75:455-489 535 

Popper AN, Salmon M, Horch K (2001) Acoustic detection and communication by decapod 536 
crustaceans. J Comp Physiol, A 187:83-89 537 

Roberts L (2015) Behavioural responses by marine fishes and macroinvertebrates to underwater 538 
noise. Ph.D., University of Hull  539 

Roberts L, Breithaupt T (2015) Sensitivity of crustaceans to substrate borne vibration The Third 540 
International Conference  on The Effects of Noise on Aquatic Life. Springer In Press 2015, 541 
Budapest 542 

Rogers P (2015) Parvulescu revisited: Small tank acoustics for bio-acousticians. In: Hawkins A, 543 
Popper AN (eds) The Third International Conference  on The Effects of Noise on Aquatic Life. 544 
Springer In Press 2015, Budapest 545 

Salmon M, Atsaides SP (1969) Sensitivity to substrate vibration in the fiddler crab, Uca pugilator. 546 
Anim Behav 17, Part 1:68-76 547 

Salmon M, Horch K (1973) Vibration reception in the fiddler crab, Uca minax Comparative 548 
Biochemistry and Physiology - Part A: Molecular & Integrative Physiology 44:527-541 549 

Seed R, Suchanek TH (1992) Population and community ecology of Mytilus. In: Gosling E (ed) 550 
Developments in Aquaculture and Fisheries Science; The mussel Mytilus: Ecology, 551 
physiology, genetics and culture, Book 25 552 

Sisneros J, Popper A, Hawkins A, Fay R (2015) Evoked Potential audiograms compared to behavioral 553 
audiograms in aquatic animals.  The Third International Conference on The Effects of Noise 554 
on Aquatic Life. Springer, In Press 2015, Budapest 555 

Tautz J, Sandeman DC (1980) The detection of waterborne vibration by sensory hairs on the chelae 556 
of the Crayfish Orconectes limosus. J Exp Biol 88:351-356 557 

Thandavamoorthy TS (2004) Piling in fine and medium sand—a case study of ground and pile 558 
vibration. Soil Dyn Earthquake Eng 24:295-304 559 

Van der Graaf AJ, Ainslie MA, André M, Brensing K, Dalen J, Dekeling RPA, Robinson S, Tasker ML, 560 
Thomsen F, Werner S (2012) European Marine Strategy Framework Directive Good 561 
Environmental Status (MSFD-GES):Report of the Technical Subgroup on Underwater Noise 562 
and other forms of energy  563 

Widdows J, Donkin P, Salkeld PN, Cleary JJ, Lowe DM, Evans SV, Thomson PE (1984) Relative 564 
importance of environmental factors in determining physiological differences between two 565 
populations of mussels (Mytilus edulis). Mar Ecol Prog Ser 17:33-47 566 

Widdows J, Donkin P, Staff FJ, Matthiessen P, Law RJ, Allen YT, Thain JE, Allchin CR, Jones BR 567 
(2002) Measurement of stress effects (scope for growth) and contaminant levels in mussels 568 
(Mytilus edulis) collected from the Irish Sea. Mar Environ Res 53:327-356 569 

Zhadan PM (2005) Directional sensitivity of the Japanese scallop Mizuhopecten yessoensis and swift 570 
scallop Chlamys swifti to water-borne vibrations. Russ J Mar Biol/Biol Morya 31:28-35 571 

 572 

 573 

 574 

 575 



16 

 

 576 

Figure 1 Experimental setup (not to scale), consisting of electromagnetic shaker and stinger rod (1), 577 
underwater camera (2), experimental arena (3), layered base made up of mixed hard and soft insulation, 578 
acoustic dampening and concrete (4), wooden support structure (5), steel frame separate from the base 579 
(6), experimental tank with needlepoint legs and sandy substrate (7), position of geophone system (8), 580 
position of accelerometer (9). 581 

 582 

 583 

 584 

Figure 2 The relative proportion in each axis (x, y, z; RMS) of the sinusoidal signal, for example at 40 Hz 585 
(A) and at 210 Hz (B). Maximum shaker input amplitude (x axis) is 0 dB, denoted as 1, reducing in -6 dB 586 
steps. 587 
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics for the mussel M. edulis threshold experiments, with closure and partial 589 
closure used as the indicator of response (n = 15). 590 

Frequency 
(Hz) 

 threshold 

(m s-2) 

SD Number of 
individuals 
responding 

5 0.07 0.008 9 

10 0.06 0.002 11 

20 0.08 0.010 15 

40 0.10 0.012 12 

90 0.09 0.041 13 

210 0.55 0.092 12 

410 0.12 0.014 9 

 591 

 592 

 593 

 594 

Figure 3 Sensitivity threshold (m s-2, RMS, vertical plane) of M. edulis (n = 15 +/- SE) to substrate-borne 595 
sinusoidal vibration. Average background levels are denoted by the dotted line (A) Correlation of shell 596 
length (mm) and average threshold (m s-2), (B).  597 
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Table 2. Correlation coefficients (Spearmans, ρ) between shell morphology (mm) and average thresholds 602 
per frequency (Hz) for M. edulis. Statistical significance is denoted by asterisks (* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01).  603 

Frequency 
(Hz) 

Length (ρ , 
mm) 

Width (ρ, 
mm) 

Length*width 
ratio (ρ) 

5 0.17 0.34 -0.14 

10 0.24 0.30 -0.90 

20 0.07 -0.07 0.17 

40 0.03 -0.06 -.30 

90 0.07 0.24 -0.20 

210 -0.12 -0.57 0.08 

410 0.25 0.46 -0.15 

 604 

 605 
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