XI.  Segmented Worms and Tube Worms : Kingdom Animalia, Phylum Annelida

Earthworms are the members of the Phylum Annelida that are familiar to most people.  Being bilaterally symmetrical and having a tube-shaped body, members of the Phylum Annelida possess up to 100 or more ring shaped segments.  Important marine members of this Phylum make up components of ecosystems worldwide and that of Alaska is no exception.  We now examine the general characteristics of thePhylum Annelida and describe two species maintained at the Alaska SeaLife Center.

Phylum Annelida

· includes earthworms, leeches, and many aquatic forms (both freshwater and marine example)

· 8,700 described species

· trunk of body is divided into similar parts or segments

· arranged as a linear series from the front to the rear of the animal

· anterior-most trunk segments tend to fuse with head region

· head region unsegmented; contains brain

· anus located in terminal, unsegmented body region

· body changes shape as muscles contract against a hydraulic skeleton

· digestive tract runs straight from mouth to anus

· blood vessels usually well developed

· nervous system: possess a brain, nerve cells extending from brain towards posterior portion of body, and nerve cells extending from here to individual body segments

· are the major food of bottom feeding crabs, shrimps, some large gastropods, bottom fishes and some marine birds
· Polychaete worms are common marine examples

· over 5,300 described species

· most < 4 inches long

· one species occasionally attains lengths of more than 10 feet long (!!)

· are often brightly colored

· cylindrical trunk segments bear paddle-like appendages (parapodia)

· eyes present on head

· mouth on underside

· some forms free swimming, some forms burrowers, many forms capable of both swimming and burrowing

· some polychaete species are tube dwellers

· depending upon species, may be predators, herbivores, omnivores, browsers, deposit feeders, or scavengers

· gas exchange (respiration) across gill structures as well as general body surface

· eye present; may have from two to four pairs

· some species are blind

· can regenerate body parts (even heads!!)

· reproduction

· sexual reproduction common, with most species having separate sexes

· asexual reproduction in some species occurs by budding off of body segments

· eggs shed directly into sea water

· most live for more than two years

· a few species brood their young within a tube or a brood chamber
1. Red Tubeworm, Serpula vermicularis
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Kingdom Animalia
Phylum Annelida
Class Polychaeta

Order Sabellida

Family Serpulidae

Genus Vermicularis

	Occurrence ...................................
	· Alaska to San Diego; Pacific, Atlantic, and Indian Oceans
· low intertidal to subtidal; to 330 feet

	Form/Function .............................
	· tube to 4 inches long; chalky white and often coiled, cylindrical, smooth, or with longitudinal ridges

· branchial crown red, pink, orange, or banded with white; contains 40 plume rows

	Reproduction ...............................
	· spawning animals observed during summer in England and California; on the French Mediterranean coast ripe individuals were most common in spring and least common in winter
· pelagic stage of short duration

	Predators/Prey ..............................
	· uses tuft of plume-like gills on head to collect microscopic food from the water and pass it down to the mouth via cilia

	Noteworthy Facts ………………
	· occur as worms that occupy a self-secreted calcareous tube that occurs on rock surfaces
· have giant nerve fibers that enable them to rapidly pull into their tubes to avoid predators


2. Sand Worm, Nereis vexillosa
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Kingdom Animalia
Phylum Annelida
Class Polychaeta

Subclass Errantia


Order Phyllodocida


Family Nereidae


Genus Nereis

	Occurrence ...................................
	· Alaska to San Diego, California
· benthic mode of life about rocky shores, sandy or gravelly beaches, estuaries, mud flats, wharf pilings

	Form/Function .............................
	· large crawling worms

· gray body with iridescent greens, blues, and reds

· possess four eyes

· pharynx (throat) contains a pair of jaws

	Reproduction ...............................
	· spawning usually occurs 1 - 2 hours before midnight
· mating occurs at favorable moon-tide as sexes leave benthic environment and swim in water column
· the twisting male turns violently and releases sperm at this time
· female follows and releases her eggs, which are then fertilized by the sperm; female only releases eggs in presence of male
· worms die after mating

	Predators/Prey ...........…...............
	· preyed upon by crabs and fishes
· when captured, squirm violently and protrude jaws in effort to bite predator

· are omnivores; consume broad range of animal and plant tissues

	Noteworthy Facts ………………
	· jaws can bite humans, but this rarely occurs in this species

· can capture live prey or tear off algae with jaws

· posterior segments in sexually mature individuals become red as they swell with sperm in males or swell with eggs in females


