
Mention reefs and images of corals and fish usually pop up in your mind.
This is understandable given that corals are the building blocks of the reefs while fish are the most con-
spicuous residents. With more than 800 hard coral species and more than 4,000 species of fish, no wonder 
humans think mainly of fish and coral. Apart from fish and corals, do you know what else resides in your 
marine community?  

The benthic marine community is monitored by the Pacific Island Network in four national parks. So 
throughout 2015 the PACN Quarterly will profile lesser known invertebrates that make up the marine 
benthic community in a segment called Creatures from the Reef. Although, we will barely scratch the sur-
face. Coral reefs have 32 of the 34 recognized animal phyla. For comparison, tropical rainforests typically 
only have nine animal phyla. Think back to your high school biology days... a phylum is a principal taxo-
nomic category that ranks below kingdom and above class. Moreover, scientists estimate there may even 
be another one to nine million undiscovered species of organisms living in and around coral reefs. 

This quarter we are featuring nudibranchs or “sea slugs.” Along with snails, octopuses, squid, and bivalves 
such as clams, nudibranchs belong in the Phylum Mollusca. Having shed their shell during the larval phase 
of development, nudibranchs come in a variety of shapes and sizes ranging from a small speck to 12 inches 
long. The name nudibranchs is derived from the Latin word for naked, nudus and the Greek word for gills, 
brankia in reference to the gill-like appendages sticking out on the backs of many species. Nudibranchs 
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There are over 3,000 species of nudibranchs in 
the ocean with an estimated 3,000 more yet to be 
discovered. So get out to your coral reef and look 
for some nudibranchs! Join us next newsletter for 
another equally compelling profile of an inverte-
brate marine benthic community member .
       

  –S. A. McKenna, Ph.D. 
   NPS Marine Ecologist
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Hexabranchus 
aureomarginatus, a dorid 
nudibranch with its gill 
plume on the right.
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