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Introduction
The International Association of Meiobenthologists (IAM) organizes every three years the International Meiofauna Conference in order to provide a platform for exchanging new results among the meiofaunal researchers from all over the world. The Thirteenth International Meiofauna Conference (THIRIMCO) was organized in Recife, Brazil by Paulo Santos and co-workers. 

The conference was attended by researchers from 25 countries and consisted of 63 presentations, 7 discussion sessions and more than 100 posters. Financial support by MArBEF to MANUELA participants allowed for the organization of a MarBEF – MANUELA special session during THIRIMCO. Since this conference is the most important conference worldwide for meiobenthologist, the organization of this session greatly increased the visibility of MarBEF in general and MANUELA in particular outside Europe.
MarBEF – MANUELA session

The session was chaired by Jan Vanaverbeke, principal investigator of MANUELA and consisted of 9 presentations, followed by a general discussion.
The first talk was presented by Magda Vincx et al. and introduced MarBEF and MANUELA to the audience. The general structure and aims of MarBEF were outlined and the special aims of MANUELA were explained. Special attention was given to implementation of the EURASMUS – MUNDUS educational programme on marine biodiversity which was recently approved.
The second presentation (Maaike Steyaert et al.) dealt with the NeMys online identification tool for nematodes which was developed in the framework of MANUELA. NeMys is an online biogeopgraphical information system, accessible through http://www.nemys.ugent.be. Due to its generic structure, this tool can be used for the storage of taxonomical and biogeographical data of many taxa. From almost all marine nematode species, information on morphological and morphometric data is provided. In addition, considerable effort was spent on providing online nematode identification keys to genus and species level. This was done to stimulate meiobenthology in geographical areas were the much used pictorial keys of Platt and Warwick and Warwick, Platt and Somerfield are not available. Since stimulating research on meiofauna inside and outside Europe was a major aim of MANUELA, the creation of this key was a big step forward in reaching the project’s aim. 
Scientific activities within MANUELA are greatly based on the analysis of data which were distributed in European institutes. Within MANUELA, these data were compiled in the MANUELA database, which was presented by Leen Vandepitte et al. In this talk, the advantage of data compilation and sharing was brought forward. In addition, the content of the MANUELA database was presented.  So far, the MANUELA database is based upon 82 individual datasets, and contains information on more then 140.000 distribution records from approximately 1500 sampling stations. As such, this is the largest and most complete database on meiofauna ever compiled. Therefore it provides European scientists with an ideal tool to test hypotheses on a large geopgraphical scale
Michaela Schratzberger et al. presented their results on the universal response of marine nematodes to disturbance. Nematodes are often used in pollution and/or disturbance studies, since their high diversity, strictly benthic life style and short generation times make them an ideal biological tool for assessing changes in the benthic habitat. Using a selection of the MANUELA database, Schratzberger et al. indeed found a universal response in meiofauna to physical perturbations. However a clear distinction between man-made and natural disturbances emerged from their analysis, which was based on both field observations and small-scale experiments. The nematode genus Sabatieria responds opportunistically to human induced disturbances, which was not the case in natural disturbances, were Leptolaimus was found among the opportunistic genera. The coupling of the results of the analysis at multiple scales and different origins of disturbances proved to be a useful means of providing insights in the general response of ecological communities to environmental change.
Bea Merckx et al. worked in the framework of MarBEF Theme 1. Using Artificial Neural Networks (ANN), the authors are modeling nematode biodiversity based on environmental factors and anthropogenic disturbances. In this talk, 33 environmental variables were used as input variables, including biochemical and oceanographical variables, sedimentological characteristics and anthropogenic disturbances. Modeled response variables included a wide array of diversity indices based on species richness or taxonomic relatedness. From these modeling efforts, it was clear that sediment characteristics (clay and sand fraction), total suspended matter, salinity and bottom currents have the strongest influence on nematode biodiversity indices. Based on these models, the first predictive maps ever on biodiversity indices for marine nematodes were presented.
The scientific analysis on the deep-sea nematode diversity was presented by Cristina Gambi et al. Since information on deep-sea nematode biodiversity and community composition is rather scant and limited to a few geographical areas, the compilation of the MANUELA database resulted in the largest database on deep-sea nematodes ever created. This dataset allows for testing general hypotheses that were put forward based on either single studies or a compilation of a limited number of studies. Nematode diversity on the genus level generally decreased with depth but different spatial patterns were observed within different regions. Different bathymetric zones could be discerned based on the nematode genus composition. The patterns derived from this analysis provide new insights in the spatial patterns of nematode diversity and composition in the deep sea.

Jan Vanaverbeke et al. revisited the nematode size-food hypothesis that was put forward in the late 1980’ies. Due to the lack of integrated databases, this hypothesis remained unquestioned until 2002, when Soetaert et al. showed that food only influences nematode size indirectly. Biogeochemical profiles were shown to be more important in structuring size and shape of nematodes along continental slopes. The use of the integrated database allowed us to increase the number of observations, especially with respect to different localities on the shelf seas around Europe. Using this extended dataset, Vanaverbeke et al. showed that nematode size and shape was mainly influenced by the rate of decomposition processes, food flux to the sediment, biogeochemical processes and local hydrodynamic circumstances.
The MANUELA work on harpacticoid copepods was presented by Gritta Veit-Köhler et al.. This work was based on 15 datasets extracted from the central MANUELA database, covering a geographical range from the Arctic to the Mediterranean Sea and a bathymetrical range from estuaries to deeper shelf stations. Mediterranean sites were clearly separated from eachother and from the North European areas such as Great Brittain, the Arctic, the Baltic and the North Sea. Differences were not related with bathymetric depths, but are due to geographical and sedimentological differences.
Tim Ferrero et al. presented a recently finished experiment that was executed by the MANUELA community. The aim of the experiment was to examine whether meiofaunal assemblages respond in a unified manner to an environmental perturbation. In order to understand the potential impact of a predicted result of global warming, an increase in density and amount of rainfall, an experiment was set up to assess the impact of increased rainfall on the  meiofauna inhabiting beach sands. This experiment was conducted in 4 countries (Poland, Belgium, Portugal and Greece) in a standardised manner. To our knowledge, this is the first experiment covering such a wide geographical range where methodology was standardised among most of the European institutes involved in meiofauna studies.
During the discussion after the scientific presentations, it became clear that the MANUELA-approach (eg. compiling the available data and using integrated expertise in scientific analyses) acts as an example in the field of meiobenthology. Clearly, MarBEF has created a mechanism (eg. the RMP’s) that results in science that otherwise never would have been possible. In the case of MANUELA, we were able to refute or adjust some of the long-standing hypotheses in meiofaunal science, while on the other hand we are clearly on a leading position when it comes to standardization of techniques and the use of modeling approaches.
Contribution of MANUELA participants to THIRIMCO.
The contribution of MANUELA participants to the scientific contents of the conference was very good: 29 of the 63 presentations were authored or co-authored by scientists active in MANUELA. Besides this, 4 MANUELA scientists acted as chairman for one of the sessions. This shows that MANUELA and scientists active in MANUELA are at a leading position in the field of meiobenthology, not only in Europe but on the global scale. The financial support of MarBEF to MANUELA participants was very valuable in order to have this position confirmed.

Visibility of MarBEF at THIRIMCO
We increased the visisbility of MarBEF by adding the MarBEF logo on all tasks presented during the MANUELA session. Moreover, one talk was especially devoted to the structure and aim of MarBEF. In addition, the latest issue of the MarBEF newsletter was distributed at the conference. This increased the visibility of MarBEF outside Europe, especially among scientists from still developing countries in South America and Africa.
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