
!frlt',-": when we think of marine biodiversity, coral reefs
;  - ' ,S5  ' l ' .

.i.,.*.* or perhaps seaqrass areas spring to mind. But what
'.: 

., ' about bare sand habitats? The sand patches in

r' -j shallow areas between the offshore reefs and the

+**g

shorellne-such as at Jurien Bay Marine Park on the

Turquoise Coast-appear devoid of life,0r are they?

by Sue Morrison
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single-celled alg:re survive near dre
sediment surface and provide sonre
planr ruaterial lronr within the habitat.
A few herbivores arc found in sandy
regions, olten adjacent to sergrrss or
algal beds. One is the bubble shell
(Brrl in grroyif, which retreats under the
sediruent during the day and emerges
r r  n i o h r  t n  o r . ? P  ^ ' r  i l d r P

Most plant nlatter that enters the

food web ir ' rndy hlbit .r t ' .  howrvcr. is

dead material (detritus) that has washed

in from seagrass meadows aud rocky

algal reefs. A surprising nurrrber of

detritivores live in soft-bottom habitars.

Plant and animal plankton are another
import lnt sor.rrce of food in such

habitats and rre consumed by filter or

suspension feeders.

Some animals, strcl ' r  ls worms

and echinoderms, alternate between
deposit feeding and suspension feeding.

Many of thc' wonlN are small and hide

beneath the slnd. One more visible

species is the purple fe:rther dustc'r

worm (Sabc//artarlc species). Its delic:rte

feathery plumes act as gills and also trap

snull food p:lrticles. Snlrller p.rticles

are eaten and l:rrger ones are used ro

bui ld up the tube i t  inhabits.

Sea cucunbers, heart urchins lnd
s.trtd dol l , trs, 'orrsurtte l .rrge qrr.rrr l : t ict

of detritus. Ludrvigt sel cucunrbc'r

(Stkhoprs hclwigl and the ubiquitous

soft sel cucumber (Strr/loprrs alrl/is)

occur in sandy rreas, often close to
seagrass beds. They slowly an'rble over

the sand at night, ingesting great

quanti t ies of sedi lnent, picked up

with lelf-shlped tentacles around the

nlolrth. Their corloluted gut absorbs
t l r c  su r l l l  e r ro r rn t  o fo rg r r r i c  n r l t t e r  i n

the sediment.They nrust consume huge
quantities to obtain sufficient nutrients.

A sea cucumber that feeds during the

day, Ncodrl,orrldirll species, buries itself

in the sand with only its fine, branched
tentacles protrr.rding. It traps plankton

and can pick up plrticles from the sand

with i ts tenrlclcs. l t  is possible ro see ir
insert its tentacles into the mouth one :rL

a time,.nd suck offthe attached food.

He:rrr l l rchinc.rr.rch rs Bri t-rrrsa-(asi i : i i

and the srnaller Echittoodiuu tonlann,

hide under the sand during che day.
They have short, fine spines and I few
longer, flattened spines for burrowing.

Equ.rlly well hidden are Lesueur'.s sand

dollar (Pcronelln /e-saerrrr) and the sand

dollrr Annuotrophu arrrrlaoirlcs, which

only extends frorn Cockburn Sound to

Jurien tsay.These flattened, disc-shaped

urchins have very shot,6ne spines

and lie just beneath the surface. You

can sorDetinles see their outl ine in the

sand. Heart urchins ald sand dollars

sieve snrall organic particles from the

sand. The sea star St l/dstcr i,.rpi,io.'/J
also ingests large quantities ofsedinlent,

from which it extracts organic matter.

Several species of tiny crustaceans,
knowrr .rs grurur:rr id :rrrrphipods. l ive

in soft sedinents and feed on detritus.
Ghost and rnud shrimps sonretintes
occr.rr in huge nunrbers in soft sediment

areas. They are rarely seen, howeveq

because they br,rild extensive burrows

under the sediment. They fan water

.tJortg t lreir brrrrows lnd tr lp orgarric
parcicles that float through.

Bivalve burrowers
Soft sedirnents, including those of

Jurien Bay M:rrine Park, are a haven
for filter-feeding bivrlve molluscs.
Nornully, they arc only noticed once
rhey have died and their enpty shells
wash onto the beach. For rlost oftherr
lives they renuin hidden ulder the
sediment, using various adaptations to
filter organic particles fronr the water.

Biv:rlve: irrh:rbit diffrrert depths in
the sediment, depending on their body

Previous paEe
Main Lesueur's sand dollar mostly
remains hidden but you can sometimes
see its outl ine in the sand.
Inset The little scorpionfish is a
carnivore that feeds on smaller f lsh.

Above The sea star Ste//aster
inspinosus ingests large quantities of
sediment, from which it extracts organic
matter.

Left Purple feather duster worm
(Sabel/astarte species).
Photos - Sue Morrison
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surrlrrrtlirtl rvirh irs briglrt, nrobilc c'yes.

Thc sr.rkcskirr rvlrssc h.rs thc cru_ioLl\

hrbirs of sonrctirncs srvirrurrint vcr-rically

ancl .rlso of lyi:rg on its siclc on thc sarcl.

Sorrrc gobics. such rs the ber-red
qoby, lrc orlr ivorcrLrs and cln bc qrr i tc

nr.lDlcr'()us. rhough otit'11 ovcrlookcd

bcclr.rsc of thcir sr lel l  sizc. Stinkf lsh.

iuclrrt l ing thc prirrtct l  st iukf ish lncl

t i rrgcrl 'd dri lgonct. huvc stLrnninq colou: '
patcrns.-f  hcsc t ish .rppc:rr to'rvir lk '  ovcl

thc scrbcrl  r t  niqhr usirr ir  thcir-pcctorir l

l l n . .  r r  . .  , r r ' ,  l r  r r l - ' r r r . r l l  I r L  y  . r r r , l  r r r s , r n r .

nr.rtrcr. ( iooclhcl\  st inkf ish of-tcr) l ics

hl l l --bur icd irr thc sccl irrcrt.  rv,r ir i rg
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lol passirrg prey.The banded toadtlsh is

f lrni l iar to anyole *,ho has f lshcd f lorn

.r jeay. This rvidesplelcl species fecds

on lnvdring i t  can sclvcnge ol captLlr l j
rvi th i ts strorg bcrk-1ikc tccth.At night

ir  crn be fbuucl half  buriecl in saud.

Garnivores of the bare sand
( l :rrnivorous cnide: i lns, plrr icr.r l l r ly

i l I lcr l loI les And sei l  pc11s, Nre rbLlndant

iu soft sedinrents Thcy cetch plankton

lnd r iny iDvertcbrirtcs with st iDl i ing

ccl ls on thci l  tcnt lclcs.Tirbc ancnoncs,

such ls ,Parlri,rcria,tlr,-{ species, hrve

long. tille tcnirclcs thirt srv:rv in the

Left Tube anemones \Pachycerianthus
species) use microscopic st inging cel ls
on their tentacles to trap t iny organisms.
Photo - Ann Storrie

Befow The bivalue Cardita incrassata
usually si ts just under the surface of the
sand.
Photo Sue Moftison

current- Thcy l ivc in l  send enc:usted

]l l t ]cous nrbc, i l ] to rvhich chc'y re' tr irct

i f  drrceteucd. Sce pcns usul l ly :et: ;rcr

undcr thc sccl irrrcnt clrrr ing thc cl ly. At

ruight, they punrp their bocl ic 's l i l l  of

water t() l -L'vc:r l  tht ' i r  bc:ruri f i r l  torrrrs.

Thcy hrvc l i rc polyps cithcr rt tachcd

r l i r r c t l y  tU  t l r c  c .  r r t r . r l  \ l c r r .  . r s  i l l
()u,aturLri ' t  spccics. or on f i ' : r thcr- l ikc

bmnchcs, lrs ir  Sarr-rrr lr /r i-r  spccies.
(hrnivorous worlns c:rn be

nunrcr()us. but ere' r lrcly sccrr

bccausc rranv spccics of ncrl l roclcs

, r I ] J  l l . r l \ \ u r | | ) s  . r r c  D r r i r ( r \ ,  up i r ' .
()ccesiorr:rlly. tbc hrlae predatory ncreid

worns, such rs .lJarirx'r?i-{ species, crn

be secn nrnninq rcK)ss tbe scdi l lelrt  rr

niqht in scerch oftiny invcrrcbrltc pre'y.

Mlltis shrirrl'rs, incluclirg 5i4rri/1a

/rtr'rrr-r, trc' rvc'll-ctluippctl prcciarors- Huge
. p r n t d , 1 . r r v . , , r  t  l r e  ' c i , r r r . l  r l r o r ' . r c i r

appcrrdlgc lrc uscrl to gr':rsp.rncl holcl

vn , r l l  f i ' l r  . r r r d  r l r r ' t : r , r ' , r r i .  f l r r y  hvc

r r  t ' r r r r r r ' . .  t ) t i c r r , . r l l  r l r . r t  i r  v i ' i l ' l c  i '

thcir llrgc. r'cflcctivc cycs dlrt cln nlovc

independently peering f iour rhe hole

Evcn cernivor-ous rrudibr:rnchs arr

forrncl orr sol i  sccl inrcrts. irclucl ing

.4nuina q,,qnt, rvhich fc'ecls only on
\ ( . r  l ( n \ .  A t r f . r (Uvc  n l i vu  . he l l .  (U /nz

spccics) :rrc llso plcclrtor,v They otien
pJough througlr thc serrd rvirh jusc

rhc r ip of thcir siphon shorvins. Thcv

clpcurt lrrcl  hoicl i rvcltcbrlrc prcy

u'ith their lerge fiot.

Sea stars l :c slorv nroving brr l

l , r r \ r \ l c r ) t  p r c ( l , r t o r . .  s ,  ' r r r e  ' pc r ' i e '

tbrt bllrr()w iu sof'r sedinrcuts lr;rvc

rnodif icd rrrbc 1i 'cr dret lrc pointe'd l t

thc' cip rrd hck suckers. The,v inclucle

Lttidin r.t$tmlii\ \llliclt is large enough

to cngulf rvholc hclrt  urchirrs ard

bivalves, arrd rt  AstrLt l tLttLtt  species thar

fi'cds on srnall bivllvcs.

Soruc clrr ivorous f lsh lclvc a

dist inct tmil  rvhcrc chey hlve been

tcn l i r r r l  l { , r y .  l i r l r o t r s l l  l 1 , r p  t l r e r r ' r r r r r u ' '

to rvatl the sedirnenr lrvly flonr slrelled
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