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In memoriam of Peppe Morabito

Firenze, April 16, 1964 - Castelletto Ticino, July 12, 2017

“Lightly we passed on Earth” is the title of a novel by
Sergio Atzeni, published in 1996, one year after his un-
timely death by drowning in the Tyrrhenian sea. The au-
thor is referring to the levity of water. «Lightly we passed
on Earth”.... “like the water that flows, jumps from the
hollow spring, winds between mosses and ferns up to the
roots of almond and cork trees or rolls over the stones
from mountains and hills toward the plain, from stream
to river, slowing down on the way to the swamps and the
sea, transmuted by the sun in steam, in clouds moved by
the wind, and in blissful rain...”

Giuseppe, Peppe for family and friends, loved the water
with which he felt in perfect harmony and in which he
found comfort and peace also through the worsening of his
illness. The attraction for water became scientific passion
when Peppe started his Degree thesis under the supervision
of Delio Ruggiu, a prominent Italian limnologist. At the
Pallanza Istituto Idrobiologico, Peppe found a place cele-
brated for its pioneering studies on lakes, their evolution,
the importance of long term data, the significance and lim-
itation of trophic indicators, the value of comparative lim-
nology. To enter the Pallanza Istituto meant to immerse in
the forefront of the international scientific debate on aquatic
ecology having as colleagues of your own supervisor the
Reynolds, the Harris, the Vollenweider...

In the silence broken only by the ticking of Pierisa’s
counter, to whom was confided the phytoplankton micro-
scopic analyses and the field data compilation, lakes were
investigated as ecosystems. /n primis, Lago Maggiore
where primary production measurements were pioneered
in the 1950s by Rich Vollenweider during his stay at the
Istituto. Then Lago d’Orta, so fragile, so needy of atten-
tion. Lago d’Orta was indeed Peppe’s research topic for
his Degree thesis. At once, Peppe demonstrated rare ca-
pacities of synthesis, critical thinking, associated with a
gift for clear and effective writing. Delio could only add
few comments to Peppe’s masterful presentation.

In the second-floor laboratory, open to the majestic
view of Lago Maggiore, student and supervisor built a
scientific partnership that would produce a wealth of sub-
stantial contributions to phytoplankton ecology. In par-
ticular, Peppe significantly contributed to the
morpho-functional characterization of phytoplankton of
subalpine deep lakes. This step was crucial for compara-
tive limnology to understand structure and function of
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aquatic ecosystems under natural conditions, stress, and
recovery. Many colleagues have passed through this lab-
oratory over the years to discuss of phytoplankton ecol-
ogy: Letizia Garibaldi, Nico Salmaso, Renata Trevisan,
Luigi Naselli Flores, Marco Simona, Fabio Buzzi, Giulio
Di Leo; Laurence Carvalho, Antonella Luglié, Nicola
Sechi, just to cite a few. During her visits in Italy, An-
tonella Cattaneo always visited the laboratory to discuss
science and collaborate on studies of Lago d’Orta and
Lago di Candia. In the context of an Italy-Quebec scien-
tific cooperation program, Peppe was invited by the Bi-
ology Department of Universit¢ de Montréal to
collaborate with Antonella and her colleague Bernadette
Pinel-Alloul in a comparative study of methods and biota
of these two very different regions.

Peppe was a mentor to several students for their De-
gree or PhD theses. Several of these students became in
turn successful scientists and collaborators as Alessandro
Oggioni with whom Peppe shared the interest in the use
of long-term data and historical series and the fine tuning
of modern environmental technologies. Moreover, Peppe
collaborated with Martina Austoni profiting of her expert-
ise on phytoplankton taxonomy and photographic docu-
mentation of algal blooms and with Tommaso Sforzi
through their effort to organize and archive phytoplankton
monitoring data collected by Environmental agencies in
several Italian lakes.

Alessandra Pugnetti, that preceded Peppe as a re-
search staff of the CNR-Istituto Italiano di Idrobiologia,
shared with him many scientific discussions and research
campaigns. With Alessandra, Peppe extended his re-
search to the phytoplankton of high altitude alpine lakes,
crucial habitats for studying the effects of acid rain and
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contaminant long-distance transport on lake ecosystems.
This research resulted in a seminal contribution to long
term studies by implementing investigations started by
Rina Monti Stella in the 1880s. Always with Alessandra,
Peppe addressed the debate over the mechanisms at the
base of the decoupling between primary production, i.e.
potential growth, and real growth They highlighted that
process variables responded better than standing vari-
ables, as chlorophyll and biomass, to nutrient reduction
and oligotrophication, making worldwide famous the ex-
ample of Lago Maggiore. When Alessandra later moved
to oceanography, their fruitful scientific partnership con-
tinued in the LTER (Long-Term Ecological Research
Network) context with outstanding, some very recent,
contributions to comparative studies in freshwater and
marine ecosystems on development of advanced instru-
mentation and of theories on the role of climate and an-
thropogenic variables.

Peppe’s passion for field and laboratory studies and
implementation of innovative technologies found a suit-
able application in a team research on Lago di Candia, a
shallow lake in the Canavese region of Piedmont. The
studies on this lake aimed at controlling the eutrophica-
tion through the integrated management of the lake wa-
tershed and its biota. Lago di Candia was thus offering
the possibility to test the applicability of biomanipulation
to lake remediation while assessing the relative impor-
tance of biotic and abiotic variables and the validity of
the Size Efficiency Hypothesis of Brooks & Dodson.
Working on this case study, that became the topic of his
PhD thesis at the Universita di Parma, Peppe had the op-
portunity to express his originality, combining classic
phytoplankton methods with cutting-edge laboratory
tools and in situ incubations. He also showed a clear and
singularly elegant writing style in the presentation and
discussion of the findings. The thesis earned him, infra
alia, a prize that he received thanking with his trademark
modesty his teachers (among whom Ireneo Ferrari) and
fellow students for their contribution to his research.

For me, Lago di Candia remains linked to a personal
souvenir of Peppe's generosity and kindness. In order to
study zooplankton diel vertical migration (DVM), we had
planned an intensive research effort with samplings
scheduled every 4 h, day and night. Because each sam-
pling lasted 2 h, only 2 h remained between successive
outings. We were three researchers: Peppe, Waleed
Hamza (a PhD student), and myself. Waleed and I col-
lected the zooplankton in the boat while Peppe was pro-
cessing the samples in the base-camp laboratory. At 2
AM, we had concluded a sampling and the next one was
planned for 4 PM. We were sleeping in sleeping bags
under an awning close to the lake and I was suffering of

a convulsive gravidic cough. Fearing of being overcome
by exhaustion, I asked my colleagues to my colleagues
to rouse me, if still asleep. In the morning, I woke up to
realize that the 4 AM sampling had been completed by
Peppe and Walid while I was fast asleep. I will never for-
get the brightness of Peppe’s smile when I thanked him.
Alessandra, Peppe and Waleed went to a Congress on
DMV in Amsterdam when my son Dario was just one
month old. They brought me back a wonderful poster
with the cladoceran drawings from Sars’ book. That
poster with its touching inscription is still with me.

The multi-faceted expertise of Peppe on phytoplank-
ton (relationships between structure and function, devel-
opment of algal indicator species, succession, long-term
trends under trophic and climatic stresses, ecophysiol-
ogy) was precious in the implementation of the Water
Framework Directive, in which the quality of freshwater
bodies is based on ecological criteria, often centered on
phytoplankton. This approach, carried out from 2004 to
2013, brought Peppe to oversee several large scale Euro-
pean projects as “Local hydro-morphology, habitat and
River Basin Management Plans (RMBS): New measures
to improve ecological quality in South European rivers
his and lakes (LIFE+ INHABIT); Water Bodies in Eu-
rope: Integrative Systems to assess Ecological Status and
Recovery (EU FP-7: WISER); “Evaluating the Impacts
of Global Change on European Freshwater Ecosystems
(EU FP-6: Euro-limpacs).

Scientific interest was combined in Peppe with a
strong civic commitment. He believed that being a sci-
entist should not be limited to interaction with colleagues
in national and international meetings and discussion
groups but should also entail the responsibility of edu-
cating the public to the problems faced by inland waters.
In a slide prepared for one of his several educational pre-
sentations, he warned: “Lakes represent the largest re-
serve of immediately available freshwater on the planet;
this reserve is sufficient but NOT abundant...”. Further-
more, he wrote in the announcement of the AIOL (Asso-
ciazione italiana di Oceanologia ¢ Limnologia) Congress
organized in Pallanza: “To foster the transfer of scientific

findings to society, administrators at the local, regional,

and national level should be invited to attend the Con-
gress. Moreover, a section of the Congress should be
open to the public at large (especially the schools) to en-
courage interaction with the scientists to promote and
popularize the knowledge about protection and manage-
ment of water resources”.

Societal commitment, profound expertise in phyto-
plankton spatial and temporal dynamics, and appeal for
modern oceanographic technologies led Peppe to a novel
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research, He dreamed of realizing in lakes, starting from
Maggiore and Orta, the experience of ships of opportu-
nity, collecting in real time relevant environmental data
by means of sensors deployed on moving vessels. The
project SAILING (SENSOR BASED Assessment of In-
Lake Processes and water quality: scientific INnvestiga-
tion and Growing environmental awareness) in his
conception, realization and data analysis was a collabo-
ration of Peppe with Michela Rogora and Dario Manca,
both at CNR ISE, and with Walter Zerla, promoter of the
initiative “Sailing on Lago Maggiore and Lago d’Orta”.
The connection between Peppe, Zerla and the other col-
leagues shines through in the photos taken during the
project realization

The interactions between the impact of global cli-
matic factors and local anthropogenic disturbances has
been pursued recently in the project BLASCO (Blending
Laboratory and satellite techniques for detecting
cyanobacteria in lakes). Cyanobacterial blooms are in-
creasingly observed worldwide generating preoccupation
for lake trophic function and for safety of water use. This
project has been considered outstanding by a panel of in-
ternational referees “It is an excellent project based on a
long tradition of limnological studies brought to a global
level through satellite data. The findings would appeal a
large community of limnologists. This research is timely
because it addresses an urgent problem and promises to
improve the calibration of satellite-based technologies .
I had the chance, as the director of the Istituto, to follow
the different stages of this Project going from the incep-
tion to its development in which Peppe collaborated with
Alessandro Oggioni and Mariano Bresciani, both at
IREA CNR. This research linking field methods with so-
phisticated laboratory techniques has already resulted in
significant international publications.

BLASCO was Peppe’s last project to which he dedi-
cated all his time despite his worsening health. He suc-
ceeded to accomplish this research until the final
workshop of June 15 2017, just twenty-seven days before
his untimely death. This final achievement is one of his
many scientific and humane legacies. I like to remember
over all his particular way to be a man of science and a
concerned citizen, to be profound in his research and
light, never presumptuous, in the delivery of his results.
These are rare virtues indeed, particularly nowadays.

Marina M. Manca
Senior research associate,
CNR ISE Verbania Pallanza Italy

Translated by
Antonella Cattaneo
Universite de Montreal, Montreal Quebec, Canada
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