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1ea. stars, brittle srars,

crinoids, sea urchins and

sea cucumbers are all

echinoderms, which means

spiny-skinned anima[s.

These creatrlres are

plentiful in the waters of

Westem Australia..

By 6nn $torrie
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spawning sea stay. Some species form a
chamber, in which to incubate their
eggs, on their central discs, while
others brood their young between the
angles of their arms.

Most sea stars can be safely handled.
An exception is the crown-of-thorns
(Acanthaster planci), a large sea star
that can reach up to 60 centimetres
across. It is usually bluish-grey,
although some are bdght puryle or red.
This animal has stout, hinged spines,
two to three centimetres long, each
with a three-sided blade at the tip.
These are covered with a thin skin that
produces venom and mucous. Avoid
handling these animals, even with
gloves, as a puncture wound from a
spine is intensely painful and can lead
to infection.

The crown-of-thorns has destroyed
large areas of coral on the Great Barrier
Reef and in the Indo-Pacific region.
Fortunately, it has not reached plague
proportions in the Ningaloo Manne
Park, and, although you may find some
in Coral Bay and on the outer reel they
have done little harm to corals in
Western Australia.

BRITTLE STARS
Brittle stars are the most numerous

and successful of the echinoderms, but
because o[ their nocturnal and secretive
habits, they are not as easily seen as sea
stars. Like sea stars, brittle stars have a
central disc with a mouth on the
underside, and arms radiating out from
the disc. Their arms are generally
longer. and more flexible, than sea stars
and lack adhesive suckers. Instead, they
trap plankton and organic debris in a
slimy mucous that covers their arms.
Many brittle stars hide under rocks and
coral slabs by day. At night, you may
come across one or two arms that
resemble worms meandering across the
coral or sand. Ifyou trace this back to a
rock and peek underneath, you may
find a brittle star that has simply sent
out an arm in search of food.

1\ro specialised types of brittle
star-basket stars and serpent stars-
are often in full view, but may not be
recognised as echinoderms by divers.
Basket stars are nocturnal animals with
huge, spreading arms that form a net to
catch plankton. The net is made up of
tiny, complex branched arms, and may

I .Aro?e.' Serpent stars are usually found
I wrapped around the 'stem of another
I animal, in this case around a sponge.
Photo - Eva Boogaard,,lachman Transparencies

I Rrghtr The crown-of-thorns starfish
I feeds on coral. but has caused little
I damage at Ningaloo Marine Park.
Photo - Bill Brogan

measure up to 60 centimetres across.
Basket stars are usually found in areas
subject to strong currents. During the
day, their arms are coiled into a tight
knot that looks more like a rope stuck
to the rock than a basket star.

Serpent stars are usually found
wrapped around the 'stem' of a
gorgonian or black coral. It may look
like one long strand of rope, but usually
consists of five arms that can be
unravelled and stretched out l ike
'normal' brittle star arms.

FEATHER STARS
Feather stars, or crinoids, are so

named because of their feather-like
arms. They come in all colours of the
rainbow. Some have bright yellow or
red arms, whereas others are greer',
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you pick one up, examine the base of
the spines. They provide one of the best
rx ; rmp les  , r f  ha l l -anL l -snrhe l  jo in ls  in
the animal kingdom.

HEART URCHINS AND SAND
DOLLARS

Heart urchins and sand dollars are
specialised sea urchins. l leart urchins
are shaped like an Australian football
and have short bristles covering the
body. There are several species, all of
which l ive under the sand and are often
found in the shallours of Coral 8a1,.

Sand dollars are urchir.rs lvith very
flattened bodies and a sea star insignra
on the upper side. They l ie just under
the sandy surface of the sea floor and
an experienced eye can often detect
them by  t l re i r  ou t l ine .  They  have
numerous tube feet and spines that are
very trny.

SAND SLURPERS
Sea cucumbers are so unlike typical

echinoderms that it is hard to believe
they are closely related. Sone
are sausage-shaped, leathery-skinned
creatures that l ie on the sea floor and
ejeci sticky, toxic, white tubules rvhen
disturbed. Others are small, colourful
creatures that atiach ihemselves io
rocks and wave tentacles in the current
to collect plankton. Sti l l  others are long
and thin, and are often mistaken
for worms as they move around rocks
and across the sand. Sea cucumbers
also have several names including
holothurians, beche de mer, trepang
and a ferv rather derogatory expressions
that have been awarded to therrr
by divers who find ihem ugly. All
sea cucumbers, however, have the
calcareous ossicles that characterise
echinoderms.

The large sea cucumbers with
leathery skins usually brorvse on the sea
floor, moving slowly on their tube f 'eet.
They ingest great quantit ies of sand,
from rvhich they extract edible, organrc
matter. The u,aste is lefl in a trail
beh ind  the  an imal ,  as  i t  s low ly
continues over the sea bed. If disiurbed,
they  e jec i  s t i cky  tubu les ,  ca l led
Cuver ian  tubu les ,  as  a  means o f
defence. It is best to avoid them, as they
can irritate the skin and cause severe
pain if accidentally rubbed into the
eyes. This did not deter Indonesian

I ADoze: \Vhen Llislrrrbcd, sLa , u, umhcr,,
I can cicct sti(ky lubules as J meiins ol
I de[ence.
l)boto Ann Sk)ffie

I Righl: Tlrc l,rnturlcs of smlll. tolourfu I
I sci (u(urnb(rs (alch pl;rnklUn ;rn,,l ,. rrrl
I  dnrvnrv : r rds  lo  d ( l i v . r  lhe  cJ t (h  in to  lhe
mouUl.
I'hoto I'cter and Nlargy Nicholas

fishermen, who collected them to dry
and sell to the Chinese for food. The
fishermen once used to collect them as
far south as Coral Bay.

The small, attractive sea cucumbers
that attach to rocks feed by means of
iu lour lu l  t<n tac l ts .  \ fL r r  1 r l ; rnk ton  is
trapped in the tentacles, the sea
cucumbers fold these appendages into
their mouths to remove the food. The
long, ihin sea cucumbers that move
ovtr lh< s<a flc,or f<rJ by sw<rping lh<ir
tentacles across the sand. Other tiny sea
cucumbers l ive on barrel sponges, and
apparently feed on substances secreted
by the sponge.

Many species of sea cucumher are
found in  N inga loo  Mar ine  Park .
The large, leathery, sand-slurpir.rg
individuals are often seen in the lagoon
at Coral Bay. Many are jet black,
although some have beautiful patterns
and textures on their skin. You may
even like to take a close look at a sea
cucumber's anus. Pearlf ishes l ive in the
intestines of several species of sea
cucumber, especially the leopard sea
c ucu mb e r (Brl/inrlsc hict arqus) . The f tsh
apparently feeds on the gonads and
other tissues of its host. Don't. howevcr.
hold your breath waiting for a fish to
emerge. lt is rarely seen.

Ann Storr ie is an undenvater
photojournal ist and a regular
contributor of photoeraphs for
,/]\D.SCOPE. Together $rith Sue
Morrison irom the WA Museum, she
has written a book on The Marine Life
ofCordl Bau and the Nin?aloo Mdtine
Par*, due to be released later this year.
This art icle is adapted from one ofthe
chapters from the book. Ann can be
contacted on (08) 93115 9355.
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'Conseroing the aestem ringtail
possum' tells a story of rehobilitation,
release and repopu lat ion.

Discouer the fascinating uorld of
'Starfish, Urchins and their Relatiues'
on page 10.
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Computers and the Intemet
are putting CALM\ Westem Australian
Herbarium uithin eosy reach of
researchers, students and uildflouer
enthusiasls. See'From Here lo Elemilg
on page 40.
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'The Art of Interpretation' on page 36
discusses hoa inlerprelers use o aoriel!
of techniques to enrich our experiences.

llhat haue rabbits done to our land qnd
uhat haue ue done about them? Find
out in'Run, Rabbit'on page 49.

Leam about e study of life in the
tropical mudllats of Roebuck Bag on
page 16.
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