
Anchialine Cave Fact Sheet

“Anchialine” is derived from the Greek word “anchialos,” which means “near the sea.” Anchialine caves 
are submerged caves found on the world’s coastlines often with subterranean connections to the sea.  
The can range from water-filled depressions to extensive subterranean systems formed by coastal 
and submarine tectonics, lava tubes and limestone caverns carved by wave action and erosion. The 
water found in these caves may be salt, fresh or a combination of the two, commonly known as “brack-
ish.” Their internal conditions in terms of water level and composition, temperature and lack of light can 
remain stable for extremely long periods of time. As a result of these conditions, anchialine caves are 
categorized by scientists as “extreme environments.”
 
What is an “extreme environment?”
An extreme environment is any place on Earth where conditions make it particularly hard for life to 
survive. Examples include the polar areas, certain deserts and mountaintops, volcanoes and the deep-
sea. These would all be areas where wide variances in temperature, pressure, oxygen level, radiation, 
food availability or the presence of toxic substances would be fatal to most lifeforms. Organisms which 
manage to live in extreme environments exhibit special adaptations which allow them to thrive.

Can you find plants and animals in anchialine caves?
Although plants may be present near the surface of these caves, they cannot survive in the completely 
subterranean areas due to the lack of sunlight needed for photosynthesis. Animals which exist in anchia-
line caves have special adaptations and may be completely unique to that cave system. Crustaceans are 
often the dominant life forms in anchialine caves, although amphibians and insects can also be present. 
Many of these animals share characteristics with deep-sea animals, including having limited or no vision 
and the ability to survive for long periods without food.

Where are anchialine caves located?
Anchialine caves are always located in close proximity to the ocean and are considered by scientists to 
be part of the marine environment. Anchialine caves can be found on every continent but some of the 
best examples are located on islands and on the coasts of South America and Europe.
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