
DRAGONS OF
THE SEAS

The co l lec t ion  o f  a
'pregnant' male seadragon by
divers from Underwater World
last September provided a rare
chance to study seadragons in
captivity.

Seadragons are found only
in southern Australian waters
and hang almost motionless
in the water, tiny fins fluttering
to give stabil ity and balance.
Splashes of yellow, red and
purple cover their bodies.

They are slow swimmers,
bu t  the i r  f rag i le  lea fy
appendages provide perfect
camouflage among seagrass
beds. Although quite common
along our coast, they are rarely
seen/ even by experienced
divers. Only the roll ing oftheir
swivelling eyes betrays them
to predators.

Seadragons mate from
September to December. The
female produces 100 to 250
eggs, which she wipes against
a wrinkled area of skin
underneath the male's tail. The
eggs adhere to this patch,
which forms cup-like moulds
around the eggs. The oxygen-
rich blood vessels in the tissue
keep the egg oxygenated
dur ing  the  e ig  h t -week
incubation period.

The male seadragon caught
by Underwater World had
about 80 eggs, which were
pink and covered in a green/
brown algae. When they
hatched, the young seadragons
emerged tail f irst and swam
freely after a few minutes. The
yolk sac sti l l  attached to their
bodies provided the young
with two days' sustenance.

After 50 days the young
seadragons had grown 90
mill imetres long. They wil l not
reach their full adult size of 40
to 45 centimetres for at least
two years. After a year the
animals wil l be 20 centimetres
long and sexually mature.

Another male has since
hatched 20 eggs, which wil l
also be monitored.

Seadragons have no teeth,
so keeping them in captivity is
difficult. However, Underwater
World aims to care for the
dragons through a complete
life cycle and eventually release
them into the ocean.

Litt le is known aboutthem
but it is hoped that constant
care, observation and research
will increase our understanding
of these amazing fish.

A tuo-ueek-old common
seadra gon (Phyllopteryx
taeniolatus./ that recentlg
hatched at Underuater World.

The leaf! seadragon
fPhycodurus eques) urhr'ci
looks incrediblg like a piece of
seagrass, is a close lelatioe of
the common seadragon.
Photos - Van Worlega
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DSCOPE

Scientists will use modem technologg to
restore tuo rare and endangered
mammak to an area in the Gibson Dese
from which theg haue become extinct.
See page 10.

It's the buming question! Is prestibed
buming in sping or autumn better for
the jarrah forat? Or is there another
altematiue? See page 28.

Rock-wallabies thrat down the gauntlet
to scimtists trging to tlap them for
research- Who mded up uinning the
c at c h-me -i f- U ou-can c ontes t ?
See page 35.

Shells, tw uabs and sundry
other creatules are surc to

please the curious
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naturalkt uho inuades

the intertidal zone at
lou tide. Erplore the

place where the
shore meels the

sea on page
23.

Watefiirds flock to the Vasse-WonneruD
uetlqnds in their tens of thousands, some
traoelling ooer 10 000 kilometres from
summer breedings grounds in northern
China and Siberia. Tum to page 17.
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