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Abstract: Subterranean habitats are characterized by buffered climatic conditions in comparison to
contiguous surface environments and, in general, subterranean biological communities are considered
to be relatively constant. However, although several studies have described the seasonal variation of
subterranean communities, few analyzed their variability over successive years. The present research
was conducted inside an artificial cave during seven successive summers, from 2013 to 2019. The
parietal faunal community was sampled at regular intervals from outside to 21 m deep inside the cave.
The community top predator is the cave salamander Speleomantes strinatii, while invertebrates, mainly
adult flies, make up the rest of the faunal assemblage. Our findings indicate that the taxonomic
composition and the spatial distribution of this community remained relatively constant over the
seven-year study period, supporting previous findings. However, different environmental factors
were shaping the distribution of predators and prey along the cave. Invertebrates were mainly
affected by the illuminance, while salamanders were influenced by both illuminance and distance
from the cave’s entrance. The inter-annual spatial distribution of the salamander population was
highly repeatable and age specific, confirming a gradual shift towards the deeper parts of the cave
with an increasing age. In general, the spatial distribution along the cave of this prey-predator system
remained relatively constant during the seven-year study, suggesting that strong selective constraints
were in action, even in this relatively recent subterranean ecosystem.

Keywords: artificial cave; ecotone; prey-predator system; salamanders; Speleomantes;
subterranean habitat

1. Introduction

Subterranean habitats are simplified ecosystems characterized by reduced climatic fluctuations in
comparison to those occurring in the surrounding surface habitats [1–3]. In subterranean habitats, air
temperature and relative humidity display buffered seasonal variations. Solar radiation is completely
absent in deep areas, yet still present but dimmed in the twilight ecotone zone [4–6]. In addition,
subterranean environments are often energy limited in the sense that, in absence of primary producers,
the main organic supply is derived from organisms living in surrounding surface habitats [1]. Therefore,
the organic basis of the food chain in subterranean ecosystems is provided by active movements of
animals that periodically migrate inside the system during external unfavorable periods or is imported as
organic debris by gravity, wind, and rainflow from outside [7,8]. Several studies analyzed the influence
of seasonal climatic variations on the abundance and distribution of single or few subterranean
populations or species (e.g., references [4,9–12] or, more in general, on the composition of entire
biological communities living in subterranean environments e.g., references [5,13–15]. Concerning the
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long-term composition of biological cave communities, it is generally assumed that those living in
subterranean habitats are characterized by low levels of temporal variability [1,16]. This assumption
was analyzed in detail by Di Russo et al. [16], who studied the temporal variations of the faunal
community living inside the natural cave of Valdemino in central Italy. Di Russo et al. [16] found that
the resident cave community, composed exclusively by invertebrates, maintained a relatively constant
species composition and displayed a constant spatial distribution over the 20-year study period.
However, there are some exceptions to the assumption of low temporal variability of subterranean
communities. One convincing example is the cricket guano community studied inside Mammoth Cave
in Kentucky (USA) by [17]. This study described the observed changes in species composition over
more than two decades. Changes were gradual and apparently not influenced by local factors, such as
human disturbance, but apparently were caused by directional effects of unfavorable climatic events
on the population of the cave cricket Hadenoecus subterraneus, the key species providing organic supply
to the entire subterranean community [17]. Therefore, although the general hypothesis of low temporal
variability of subterranean communities is well accepted [2], this hypothesis should be verified on a
case-by-case basis. This because, when studying the composition and distribution of subterranean
communities, the great heterogeneity in the physical structure and local climate of these habitat has to
be taken into consideration. In fact, subterranean habitats are very heterogeneous and may vary in the
size, number, and orientation of their connections with the surface, vertical or horizontal development
of penetrable spaces, local climatic factors, extension of the twilight zone, and availability of trophic
subsidies [8,18,19].

In this paper, we describe variations of the composition and spatial distribution of a biological
community sampled inside an artificial cave. The faunal community is composed by a terrestrial top
predator, the salamander Speleomantes strinatii (Aellen, 1958), and its invertebrate prey taxa [20]. This
community was sampled each year in July with the same methodology to allow a robust among-year
comparison. In fact, artificial subterranean habitats constitute interesting ecosystems, because they
are relatively young and their age is usually well known. Moreover, these artificial habitats are
generally characterized by environmental conditions similar to those of natural caves found in the
same geographic area, in particular when the variation of air relative humidity, air temperature and
direct solar radiation are considered [21].

The aim of this study was two-fold: (i) to assess the changes in the biological community over
seven consecutive summers and to validate the hypothesis of low inter-annual variability of biological
communities, and (ii) to evaluate which environmental factors were shaping the different ecological
groups composing the community and whether the spatial distribution of the top predator, the cave
salamander, and of its invertebrate prey was influenced by similar or contrasting environmental factors.

2. Materials and Methods

The study site is situated at 369 m a.s.l. in the municipality of Savignone (Province of Genova,
Region of Liguria, Italy). This artificial cave is a U-shaped tunnel that develops horizontally for about
40 m. The site was excavated in a geological substratum composed by thin layers of siltstone and
claystone, attributed to a late Cretaceous period known as Campanian [22]. This cave was excavated
to be used as an air-raid shelter during World War II (i.e., in the period 1941–1943) and originally had
two large entrances [20,23], but one of them collapsed soon after the shelter construction. Since 1987,
the only cave entrance left was closed by an iron gate and the tunnel’s walls were equipped with a
permanent grid with a 1 × 1 m mesh, to allow studying the salamander population that lives in the
cave [24]. This underground laboratory is managed by the Speleological Group “A. Issel” and is named
“Biospeleological Station of San Bartolomeo”. The seasonal temperature variations recorded inside
the cave display similar patterns in comparison to those occurring in natural caves with only a single
large entrance [21,25]. In this particular case, air temperatures measured over 12 consecutive months
in different parts of the study cave showed a similar, but much more buffered pattern of variation,
in comparison to those recorded outside at the nearest meteorological station (Figure 1). In fact, the
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coefficient of variation (CV) of the air temperature at the cave entrance was already halved (CV = 0.29)
and more than fourfold lower at 16 m deep inside (CV = 0.15), when compared with the corresponding
temperature variation (CV = 0.67) measured at the surface [23] (Table 1).
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Figure 1. Air temperatures recorded inside and outside the “Biospeleological Station of San Bartolomeo”.
Busalla refers to the meteo-station of Busalla (Province of Genova). The recording period was October
12, 2002 – October 11, 2003. The data-loggers used were Hanna Instruments HI 140. 0 m = cave
entrance; 4, 8, 12, and 16 are meters from the cave entrance.

Table 1. Number of temperature records, minimum, maximum, mean, standard deviation and
coefficient of variation of the annual temperatures recorded outside and inside the study site of the
“Biospeleological Station of San Bartolomeo”, from October 2002 to October 2003. Table modified from
reference [23].

Busalla
Meteo-Station Biospelological Station of Besolagno

0 m from
entrance

4 m from
entrance

8 m from
entrance

12 m from
entrance

16 m from
entrance

T record number 7306 7600 7600 7600 7600 7600
T minimum (◦C) −7.0 2.1 6.6 7.3 7.8 8.1
T maximum (◦C) 35.6 15.3 18.2 17.0 16.7 15.3

T mean (◦C) 12.6 10.0 11.3 11.2 11.1 10.9
Standard deviation 8.9 2.9 2.7 2.4 2.1 1.7

Coefficient of
variation 68.4 29.4 24.3 21.6 18.9 15.1

In this study, three environmental parameters characterizing the different parts of the cave were
quantified. The variation in solar radiation along the cave was measured in Lux (LUX) with a Unittic
photometer at midday in July 2015. The linear distance from entrance (DISTANCE) was recorded in
meters through a permanent grid with a 1 × 1 m mesh as reported by reference [20]. The complexity of
cave walls (COMPLEXITY) was expressed in cm, by summing the linear distance attained by a 1 m
string pressed vertically on the left and right cave walls at about 1.5 m of height [4,15]. These measures
were then subtracted from 200, the maximum value obtained if both cave walls were completely
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smooth (i.e., low complexity). In this way a low substrate complexity will score 0, while increasing
complexity gradually will score increasing larger values (Supplementary Materials Table S1).

The study of the salamander population abundance and distribution is part of a long-term research
that began in 1996 and is still ongoing [26,27]. The data used in this study are those obtained from
2013 to 2019. Absolute population abundance was estimated, every year in July, by a three-occasion
temporary removal experiment in which samples were obtained every other day [26,28]. Salamanders
were caught by hand on the cave walls, measured to the nearest millimeter (snout-vent length, SVL)
and caged inside terraria until the end of the sampling. All animals were returned unharmed to their
cave section at the end of the annual removal experiment. Abundance was estimated using model Mbh

in CAPTURE software [29]. Individuals possessing a swollen mental gland were identified as adult
males [30], while individuals larger than 57 mm in SVL were considered adult females [31]. Each year,
the SVL polymodal distribution of the immature portion of the population was decomposed by the use
of FiSAT software [32]. Juveniles aged one or two (thereafter “juveniles”) were pooled and separated
from sub-adults (i.e., large salamanders in their third year, but not yet sexually mature) by taking into
account yearly cohort distributions [28]. The relative abundance of juveniles, subadults, females, and
males that were caught by hand in the cave section corresponding to each adhesive entomological trap
(see below) was obtained by summing the individuals removed over the three sampling occasions.
These numbers represented almost a complete census, because during this study, salamander capture
probabilities were relatively high, being 0.54 on average (see Results and Supplementary Materials
Table S2).

Each year, during the first day of the salamander removal, nine adhesive traps were positioned
outside, at the entrance and at 3, 6, 9, 12, 15, 18, and 21 m inside the cave. Each trap was a transparent
acetate sheet (21 × 30 cm) coated on one side with entomological glue, hanging from the cave vault.
At the end of the salamander removal, all traps were retrieved and permanently conserved between
transparent plastic sheets. Subsequently, trapped invertebrates were identified and counted in the
laboratory under a dissecting microscope. The use of adhesive trap is possibly selective towards flying
insects as dipterans. However, this technique was used because salamanders living in the study cave
feed prevalently upon this type of prey, that constitutes about 70% of the total prey items ingested [20].

The variations of the entire biological community were analyzed by a two-way permutation
multivariate analysis of variance (PERMANOVA) based on square root transformed data, Bray-Curtis
dissimilarity, and 9999 permutations, by using PAST software [33]. To obtain a balanced design the
traps located outside, at the entrance and at 3 m inside the cave were considered replicates of the
light/twilight zone (i.e., where light is present or reduced), those at 6, 9, and 12 m were considered
replicates of the dark zone (i.e., where light is absent), while traps at 15, 18, and 21 m were considered
replicates of the deep zone (i.e., where light is absent and climatic conditions become constant). Thus,
“year” and “cave zone” were used as factors, while abundances of invertebrate taxa and of the four
salamander groups (i.e., juveniles, subadults, females, and males, Table 2) were the dependent variables.

The relationship between the faunal community and the three environmental variables was
assessed by canonical correspondence analysis (CCA), a multivariate analysis specifically designed for
the investigation of ecological gradients [34,35]. In particular, CCA selects the linear combinations
of environmental variables that maximizes the species’ dispersion and elaborates an ordination
diagram, delimited by uncorrelated linear axes, in which species, sites and environmental variables
are projected [5,34]. The overall robustness of CCA was calculated by 9999 permutations [35]. In our
CCA, the biological community consisted in the four groups of salamanders, while the invertebrates
where divided in two categories: dipterans (DI) and all the other taxa (OT) pooled. This procedure
was justified because dipterans were numerically predominant in the study site [20] (see also Results).
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Table 2. Faunal community sampled outside, at the entrance and at different distances inside the
“Biospeleological Station of San Bartolomeo”. The category “Undetermined insects” was not used in
multivariate analyses.

Outside Entrance 3 m 6 m 9 m 12 m 15 m 18 m 21 m

Year 2013

Diptera 62 5 1 0 0 2 0 1 1
Acarina 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Hymenoptera 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Coleoptera 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Homoptera 9 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Araneida 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Undetermined insects 5 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0
Salamander males 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2

Salamander females 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1
Salamander subadults 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 0
Salamander juveniles 0 0 5 2 2 1 0 0 0

Year 2014
Diptera 31 3 0 2 0 1 0 0 1
Acarina 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Hymenoptera 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Coleoptera 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Homoptera 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Araneida 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Undetermined insects 1 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 0
Salamander males 0 0 0 1 0 4 1 0 0

Salamander females 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0
Salamander subadults 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0
Salamander juveniles 0 0 7 12 0 1 0 0 0

Year 2015
Diptera 30 1 2 3 0 2 3 5 2
Acarina 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Hymenoptera 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Coleoptera 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Homoptera 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Araneida 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Undetermined insects 2 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
Salamander males 0 0 1 2 2 1 0 2 1

Salamander females 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
Salamander subadults 0 0 0 2 4 1 0 1 0
Salamander juveniles 0 0 6 2 0 1 0 0 0

Year 2016
Diptera 41 10 2 2 4 3 8 10 9
Acarina 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

Hymenoptera 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Coleoptera 6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Homoptera 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Araneida 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Undetermined insects 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
Salamander males 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0

Salamander females 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
Salamander subadults 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0
Salamander juveniles 0 0 4 4 0 1 0 0 0
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Table 2. Cont.

Outside Entrance 3 m 6 m 9 m 12 m 15 m 18 m 21 m

Year 2017
Diptera 64 2 0 0 1 1 1 1 1
Acarina 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Hymenoptera 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Coleoptera 8 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Homoptera 32 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Araneida 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Undetermined insects 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
Salamander males 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 2 1

Salamander females 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1
Salamander subadults 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0
Salamander juveniles 0 0 4 3 0 0 0 0 0

Year 2018
Diptera 40 3 7 2 2 20 21 25 44
Acarina 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Hymenoptera 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Coleoptera 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Homoptera 7 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
Araneida 3 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

Undetermined insects 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
Salamander males 0 0 0 3 1 1 1 0 0

Salamander females 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
Salamander subadults 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 0 0
Salamander juveniles 0 0 1 4 2 0 0 0 0

Year 2019
Diptera 11 1 0 1 3 3 4 3 0
Acarina 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Hymenoptera 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Coleoptera 3 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
Homoptera 9 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Araneida 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0

Undetermined insects 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1
Salamander males 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 2 1

Salamander females 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1
Salamander subadults 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0
Salamander juveniles 0 0 4 3 0 0 0 0 0

3. Results

During the study period, the total estimated salamander abundance fluctuated from 98 in 2019 to
126 in both 2013 and 2014 (CV = 0.11). Capture probabilities were rather high, being 0.54 on average
(95% confidence interval 0.49–0.60), a value indicating that after three removal samples, about 90% of
the entire salamander population was captured and measured each year (Supplementary Materials,
Table S2).

A total of 656 invertebrates were caught during this study, with 61% of them trapped outside the
cave (Table 2). This trapping location was also characterized by the constant presence of sup-sucking
aphids (Homoptera), a group of insects caught inside the cave only when passively transported by
wind (Table 2). Flies (Diptera) were the most abundant taxon (N = 508), representing 77% of the total
invertebrates and about 65% of invertebrates trapped inside the cave, many of which belonged to the
common crane fly Limonia nubeculosa.

The results of the two-way PERMANOVA are reported in Table 3. The interaction between
the trapping zone and the sampling year, and the biological community in different years were
non-significant (Cave zone * Year: F = -0.65, p = 0.93; Year: F = 0.91, p = 0.13). Conversely, as
expected, the faunal composition among the three sampling zones showed a highly significant degree
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of dissimilarity, confirming that there was a differentiation in the faunal composition along the
subterranean habitat (F = 4.73, p = 0.0001). Overall, these findings suggested that there were no
relevant variations in the annual composition of the faunal assemblage in the study site, and that the
community spatial distribution remained relatively constant along the cave during the seven-year
study period.

Table 3. Results of the two-way PERMANOVA (9999 permutations) comparing the temporal and
spatial variation of the faunal community sampled along the Biospeleological Station of San Bartolomeo
from 2013 to 2019.

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F p

Year 1.7389 6 0.2898 0.9060 0.1336
Cave zone 3.0232 2 1.5116 4.7254 0.0001

Year * Cave zone −2.4987 12 −0.2082 −0.6509 0.9338
Residual 13.115 41 0.3199

Total 15.379 61

The CCA using the environmental variables and the entire biological community sampled along
the subterranean gradient was highly significant (trace = 0.765; p = 0.001; Figure 2). The first two axes
explained the entire variance of the system (67% and 33%, respectively), and both were significant
(axis 1: eigenvalue = 0.509, p = 0.008; axis 2: eigenvalue = 0.256, p = 0.003).
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Figure 2. Canonical correspondence ordination diagram of the faunal community sampled from 2013
to 2019 in the Biospeleological Station of San Bartolomeo. DI = dipterans, FF = female salamanders,
JJ = juvenile salamanders, MM = male salamanders, OT = other invertebrate taxa, SA = subadult
salamanders. The number following the symbols indicate the year of sampling. COMPLEXITY is the
wall heterogeneity, DISTANCE is the linear distance from the entrance and LUX is the illuminance.

Dipterans (DI) and the other taxa of invertebrates (OT) were projected in the left lower quadrant
of the plot, while salamanders were linearly spread in along the diagram, with juveniles and subadults
always projected on the right and females and males in the center and left quadrant (Figure 2).
There was a strong repeatability of this pattern among years with only one exception, the position of
female salamanders sampled in 2015 (i.e., FF15 in Figure 2), that was associated with juveniles and
subadults on the rightmost part of the plot. The distribution of trapping sites on the CCA plot was
also noteworthy, because the two more external sites (i.e., Outside and Entrance) were projected in
the lower left quadrant in association with all the invertebrate taxa. Conversely, all the others sites
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were distributed on the right part and the upper part of the CCA plot, apparently associated with
the salamanders’ groups. Concerning environmental factors, LUX had the highest load on the first
axis, while DISTANCE had the highest load on the second axis (Supplementary materials; Table S3).
Finally, the complexity of the cave walls (COMPLEXITY) had apparently a trivial effect on the entire
faunal community distribution, because this factor displayed its highest load on the third axis that was
non-significant (p = 0.9532; Supplementary materials Table S3).

4. Discussion

According to Mammola and Isaia [36] the number of species found in subterranean habitats, their
relative abundance and their ecological interactions are likely to depend on the carrying capacity of the
system, i.e., on the amount of energy entering the system from outside. Our study habitat had a recent
origin, being only 70 years old, and its physical structure was relatively simple, possessing only one
large entrance and being horizontal. Furthermore, the entire ecological community was constituted
by non-specialized (or “troglophile” sensu [37]) forest or soil animals that colonize opportunistically
newly created subterranean habitats in search of new ecological opportunities, to avoid unfavorable
climatic conditions, or to reduce competition and predation [38–40]. Our study showed a general
constancy in both composition and distribution along the cave of the entire faunal community, at least
during the seven-year period investigated. Therefore, the starting hypothesis of a low inter-annual
variability characterizing subterranean biological communities [2,14,16] was corroborated by our
multivariate approach. Consequently, our results seem to extend the hypothesis of low temporal
variability of subterranean ecosystems to recently-established biological communities colonizing
human-made habitats, in particular those characterized by highly buffered climatic conditions. In fact,
the PERMANOVA clearly showed that there were no annual changes in the community composition
within the three different zones in which the study cave was subdivided, i.e., the twilight, dark, and
deep zones. This finding is of particular interest when considering that the transitional twilight zone
analyzed in this study was in connection to the exterior environment through a large entrance and
therefore, highly subject to abrupt and unpredictable seasonal and even daily climatic variations [6].

Another relevant finding concerns the different influences of the environmental factors on the
prey-predator community found in the subterranean habitat. In particular, the spatial distribution of
the top predator, the salamander Speleomantes strinatii, seemed influenced by contrasting environmental
factors in comparison to its invertebrate prey taxa (see Figure 2). In fact, only illuminance affected the
spatial distribution of invertebrates. Conversely, the distribution of cave salamanders was apparently
caused by the interaction between illuminance and distance from the entrance. In the study site, these
two factors are partially decoupled because light is completely and permanently lacking at a distance
of 9 m from the entrance (Supplementary materials, Table S1). Thus, the deeper sections of the cave are
homogeneous for this factor and can be differentiated mainly by a decreasing level of environmental
variability (Table 1) and possibly by a different level of air humidity. Moreover, while illuminance had
a clear positive effect on invertebrate distribution, its effect was opposite on salamanders, even for
juveniles that were often abundant near the entrance, but were also found along the study cave in the
dark zone up to 12 m were light is completely absent (Table 1). Thus, different ecological conditions
were related to the spatial distribution of salamanders of all ages and their invertebrate prey. It is
plausible that other environmental non-measured factors, such as air humidity [15,41] and the low
climatic variability recorded in the deeper part of the cave, were affecting the observed distribution
of salamanders. Other studies have analyzed the spatial distribution of cave salamanders within
subterranean habitats in other parts of Italy [15,41,42]. In these studies, however, a different species
of salamander (Speleomantes italicus) was studied and, in addition, a different sampling design was
performed, as data from several different caves were pooled in statistical analyzes over only one study
year. In the study of Lunghi et al. [15], cave salamanders were strictly associated with high relative
air humidity and with distance from cave entrance. In another similar study, juvenile salamanders
appeared to be strongly associated with invertebrate prey [41]. While our results are in part consistent
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with those of Lunghi et al. in some cases [15,41], with adult salamanders associated with deep and more
stable climatic subterranean sectors, in other cases our findings suggest a somewhat different scenario.
In fact, in our study site, invertebrates and salamanders were affected by different environmental
factors, and there was no strict association between juvenile salamanders and invertebrates (Figure 2).
These findings could be due to the different sampling scheme used, but also to the absence of dipterans
in the invertebrate dataset of Lunghi et al. [15]. However, a common conclusion of all studies was that
wall roughness had little influence on cave salamander distribution along the entire cave development.
Apparently, climatic factors are much more relevant than the physical structure of the cave rock walls
in shaping the underground distribution of Italian cave salamanders.

Concerning specifically the cave salamander S. strinatii, its population structure comprised
all age groups, and in particular by a large proportion of juveniles (Supplementary materials,
Table S2; [26,28]. This demographic structure was observed in all years (Supplementary materials,
Table S2), indicating that the population has permanently colonized this artificial habitat and is
successfully reproducing there.

In conclusion, the composition and spatial distribution of the entire faunal community living inside
the study cave site appeared to be relatively constant over the seven-year study. As already observed by
Romero [43,44] and recently reviewed by Mammola [45], subterranean habitats should be considered
open rather than closed ecosystems, and they should be analyzed by taking into consideration the
physical and biological features of adjacent surface habitats, where several subterranean populations
migrate to forage during favorable periods and from where many organisms are constantly entering
subterranean habitats to shelter from unfavorable conditions or to reproduce. In the present case, the
study cave was recently built and subject to a continuous exchange of troglophile organisms from
surrounding surface habitats. Notwithstanding this, a relatively constant biological community was
observed, indicating that in this subterranean habitat, strong selective constraints were acting and
were stabilizing this recently formed subterranean food web in both space and time.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/1424-2818/12/1/17/s1:
Table S1: Physical parameters measured outside and inside the experimental cave; Table S2: Removal statistics of
the cave salamander Speleomantes strinatii population living in the “Biospeleological Station of San Bartolomeo”;
Table S3: Scores of the Canonical Correspondence Analysis.
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