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Marine invertebrates are animals without backbones, 
which live in the marine environment. In many groups, 
the soft body is supported by a hard external skeleton 
or shell made of either calcium carbonate or chitin, or a 
combination of the two. Some marine invertebrates are 
strengthened inside by various minerals, or by proteins.  

There are more than 30 major groups (phyla).          
Some of the most well known include:
Åcnidarians(jellyfishes, sea anemones, corals and 

other related animals) 
Åsegmentedworms (including the polychaetes) 
Åmolluscs(which includes the bivalve and gastropod 

shells, and also the octopuses, squids, cuttlefishes)
Åcrustaceans(a large group which includes lobsters, 

crabs, shrimps and prawns, barnacles, isopods, 
amphipods and other shelled animals) 
Åechinoderms(such as the sea stars, brittle stars, sea 

urchins, and sea cucumbers) and
Åtunicates(ascidians / sea squirts) 

One other large group, the sponges, is not discussed in 
ǘƘƛǎ ƎǳƛŘŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ƛƴǾŜǊǘŜōǊŀǘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ ǘƘŜ 
arthropods (e.g. spiders and insects), also has marine 
members but they are much less numerous than those 
on land.

The marine invertebrate fauna of South Australia 
comprises thousands of species, most of which are 
rarely seen or known. This booklet provides examples 
of some less commonly recorded invertebrates in SA, 
including various species which are currently 
considered to be endemic with this State, and some 
which have not yet been taxonomically described.  
Species of narrow geographic range and/or narrow 
depth distribution are intrinsically more vulnerable 
to decline than species of wider range and broader 
depth distribution.  Invertebrate species which are 
patchily distributed and have low population 
numbers, are also more susceptible to impacts. 

Life history traits which can increase vulnerability of 
invertebrates to threatening processes and 
consequent population decline include live-bearing 
mode of reproduction and limited dispersal of young 
(as occurs in southern cowries and volute shells), and 
strong site association with coastal habitats such as 
shallow reefs or seagrass beds. A number of such 
species are discussed in this booklet, in addition to 
the rarely recorded and endemic species.



Anemones are solitary, sedentary animals 
which are related to corals. There are numerous 
undescribed species in South Australia, some of 
which have not been recorded in other States. 

The column-shaped body of some anemone 
species is buried in sand; others attach to rocks. 
Anemones have a mouth on top of the body 
column, surrounded by hollow tentacles. They are 
supported by water pressure, so when anemones 
are exposed to air, the tentacles cannot operate.  

Several burrowing anemone species in SA are 
live-bearing. Most anemones are hermaphrodites 
and produce free-swimming larvae. They can also 
reproduce by splitting off pieces of their body, or 
by budding off juveniles from inside their body.

A number of stinging anemone species with 
tropical affinities occur seasonally in SA. 

Anemone in Aliciidae family,

recorded in SA
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Undescribed species in Epiactis, 

from SA

Anemone from SA, 

in Edwardsiidae family



The Alcyonacea is a large group of soft corals 
which includes the sea fans, or gorgonians.   
Soft coral colonies have water-pumping 
polyps and feeding polyps with tentacles 
which catch drifting food. The coral body is 
supported internally by small calcareous 
spicules. Some species which grow in sunlit 
waters contain symbiotic algae called 
zooxanthellae, which can produce food for  
the coral through photosynthesis.   

There are around 550 named species of soft 
coral in Australia, and very few of these occur 
in South Australia. Various undescribed 
species are also known in SA. Of note here 
are corals of tropical affinity which occur in 
northern Spencer Gulf, reported to be in the 
genera Euplexauraand Echinogorgia. 

Soft corals in SA are found mainly in deeper 
waters areas of strong current.  

© (the late) K. Branden, SARDI Aquatic Sciences
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Several species of colonial and solitary stony 
corals are found in SA, some of which also 
occur in tropical Australia. These corals do not 
form large reefs in southern waters, but can 
ƎǊƻǿ ŀǎ ǇƭŀǘŜǎ ƻǊ ƘŜŀŘǎ όάōƻƳƳƛŜǎέύ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ 
areas. Temperate corals extend their polyp 
tentacles at night to feed. They also make food 
during the day, with the aid of symbiotic 
zooxanthellae algae, which photosynthesise.   

Some stony corals that occur in SA have slow 
growth rates (less than 1cm / year) and live for 
hundreds of years. They are easily damaged by 
trawling and dredging, and by sedimentation.

Temperate corals may be threatened over time 
by global warming, including increases in sea 
level rise, temperature, UV exposure, disease 
susceptibility, severity of storms, and ocean 
acidity. 

© J. Baker
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Plesiastrea versipora 

Scolymia australis 



One species in SA, Sarcoptilusgrandis, occurs 
across southern Australia and Tasmania. It is 
found in the shallow subtidal and deeper shelf 
waters (down to about 100m), and is 
sometimes caught by trawlers. A narrower 
range sea pen is Scytaliumspecies, found in 
shallow subtidal sand and silt in northern 
Spencer Gulf in SA, down to about 10m deep.    

Sea pens (Pennatulacea) are a group of corals 
which live in sandy substrates in areas of high 
current.  Sea pens have a central axis with a 
bulb at the base, which is used to anchor the 
animal in the substrate. Branching off the axis 
are many feeding polyps, and a few siphonous 
polyps, which take in water to keep the sea 
pen upright. Calcareous structures also help to 

support the colony.     © D. Wiltshire

Scytalium sp. 

© (the late) K. Branden, SARDI Aquatic Sciences



Most comb jellies (Ctenophora) are transparent, 
planktonic animals that move through oceanic 
waters by beating comb-like rows of cilia. The 
phylum also contains a number of small, flat 
benthic species that have lost the cilia, and live 
on marine plant or rock surfaces. 

In Australia, there are 6 named species of 
Coeloplana, mostly tropical. The only described 
species in SA is C. scaberiae, which has not been 
recorded elsewhere.  

Coeloplanaspecies feed at night on plankton, 
using tentacles that emerge from pores at 
each end of the body.

C. scaberiae is found on the brown macroalga 
Scaberiaagardhii. The specificity of this comb 
jelly to one host may increases its vulnerability 
to population impacts over time, in coastal 
areas where Scaberiacover may be reduced 
(e.g. through sedimentation and/or nutrient 
pollution).

© D. Kutyna
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Parmularia smeatoni

© H. Crawford

© K. Smith

Celleporaria sp. 

Bryozoans are small, colonial, filter-feeding 
animals (zooids), which live in housings of 
calcareous or chitinous material. Some form 
flat, perforated, or encrusting colonies which 
look like stony corals. Others form fan-shaped, 
stalked colonies (e.g. the South Australian 
Parmularia), and some have erect colonies with 
many branches, which are often mistaken for 
seaweeds. Zooids in the colonies are tightly 
ǇŀŎƪŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ŜŀŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ƛǘ ƻǿƴ άŎŜƭƭέ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴΦ 
There are specialised zooids in some bryozoan 
colonies, some used in defence, and others as 
hatcheries for fertilised eggs. 

There are hundreds of bryozoan species in 
SA, and most are difficult to identify 
without microscopic examination.  Some 
bryozoans are quite large, such as the 30cm 
high Adeonagrisea, which lives deep on the 
floor of Backstairs Passage. An unidentified 
species in the dome-shaped Lunulites genus 
occurs in Investigator Strait sediments; it is 
supported, cleaned and sometimes 
propelled along by specially adapted colony 
members. Broken up bryozoan skeletons 
form a significant component of sand in SA. 



Flatworms are unusual animals which have no 
respiratory organs or blood vessels. They are 
thin-bodied, often about 1mm thick.

Flatworms are usually found under rocks on 
reef, or in macroalgae and seagrass.  

{ƻƳŜ ŦƭŀǘǿƻǊƳǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ ΨŜȅŜǎΩ όŎƭǳǎǘŜǊǎ 
of light sensitive cells) at one of the body, and 
others have numerous eyes scattered  around 
the edge of the body. 

Flatworms are hermaphrodites, with both 
sexes in one body. Many species can also 
reproduce by fragmenting.

The flatworm fauna of SA is rich in species, 
but poorly known. Many southern Australian 
flatworms are undescribed, including species 
shown here.

© P Mercurio

© P Mercurio

© P Mercurio
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Undescribed, in Stylochidae

Thysanozoon species, undescribed

Thysanozoon species, undescribed

Undescribed flatworm from SA 



Ribbon worms (nemerteans) are extensible, 
unsegmented worms, found in all marine 
environments. 

Ribbon worms have a smooth, muscular body 
coated in mucus. Most species are carnivorous. 

The ribbon worm fauna of South Australia has 
not been studied until recently, and there are 
many undescribed species.

In SA, some species occur on rocky reef, including 
large ribbon worms to 1m long, and many small 
species are found in seagrass and macroalgae.  

Some ribbon worms in SA have been recorded   
only in one locality to date, and others have 
cosmopolitan distributions. 

© L. Altoff
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Spoon worms (echiurans) are soft marine 
worms found in a wide variety of marine 
environments. There are less than 15 
species known in Australia, and about half a 
dozen of these occur in SA.

Spoon worms have a sac-like body which 
sits in a burrow in mud or sand, or amongst 
rocks. They also have a long, extensible 
proboscis which is stretched out over the 
sea floor to collect food from around the 
burrow. 

When a spoon worm is disturbed, the long 
proboscis can be quickly retracted back into 
the sand. The proboscis can be regenerated 
if it is damaged or lost.  

In some species, the male is very small, and 
lives inside the female. 

© P. Mercurio

© Saspotato at Flickr (CC licence)

Ikeda sp. 

Metabonellia haswelli



Phoronida (horseshoe worms) is a small phylum 
of worm-like animals that are related to 
bryozoans and brachiopods. There are reported 
to be only about 8 named species in Australia,  
all widespread in distribution.

Phoronids are usually found in small or large 
groups, on rubble or sand substrates, or in reef. 
These animals live in membranous chitin tubes 
secreted by the body surface, and they lack 
appendages.  

Phoronids have a group of horseshoe-shaped or 
ellipse-shaped tentacles at one end, called a 
lophophore, used for feeding and respiration. 
Phoronids trap food particles from the water 
with the mucus on their tentacles.  

Identification of species requires examining the 
shape of the lophophore ridge with tentacles in 
cross-section, which is a specialised process. 

© D. Muirhead

© Parent Géry @ Wikimedia Commons

Unidentified phoronid from Gulf St Vincent, SA

Phoronis hippocrepia



Scale worms (Polynoidae) are flattened 
polychaete worms which have regularly 
arranged, ornamental scales on most of their 
body segments. Scale worms have a well 
developed head with  numerous sensory 
appendages. 

These worms occur in a variety of habitats, 
and are often seen on (or under) rocks on 
reefs, or crawling over shell substrates, or 
amongst marine vegetation. Some species 
share the tubes of other worm species and 
others live in association with echinoderms, 
sponges, stony corals, or soft corals. Scale 
Worms are predatory, and feed on various 
small invertebrates, particularly crustaceans. 

The Polynoidae is species-rich, with more 
than 750 species worldwide. In Australia, at 
least  30 genera and 70 named species are 
known. There are also many undescribed 
species in southern Australia. 

© P. Mercurio

© L. Altoff

Undescribed scaleworm from Yorke Peninsula, SA


