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Abstract

The marine ecosystem carries immense undescribed organisms having huge potential uses
for mankind. The zoanthids, classified under phylum Cnidaria, are mostly found in shallow
waters, below the low tide mark. Based on morphological features, we identified a zoanthid
during an expedition to Kanyakumari. Thorough examination of the color variations, polyp
length, tentacle number, colony appearance and comparison with previously reported
species of the genus, suggests that the species is Zoanthus pulchellus. This is the first report

of this species from India.
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Introduction

The zoanthids are marine coelenterates
which mostly inhabit coral reefs in tropical
and subtropical coasts. These are beautiful,
fast growing, ornamental organisms
demanding low maintenance and have
gained popularity in aquarium trade. But
behind that pleasing appearance lie some
specialised stinging cells, nematocysts,
which inject a toxin in defence, prey or in
stress (Moshirfar et al., 2010). Some
zoanthids are also associated with a deadly
toxin, palytoxin, found in wide variety of
marine organisms, viz. sponges, shellfish,
crustaceans, polychaetes and fish. The
toxin is however, believed to be produced

by bacteria living in symbiotic association
with these organisms and is secreted in
varying amounts, under specific conditions
(Seemann et al., 2009). Besides these
toxins, zoanthids are reported to contain
bioactive compound, norzoanthamine,
which has promising anti-osteoporotic and
anti-leukemic properties (Miyashita et al.,
2004).

The peculiar characteristic of the family
Zoanthidae, is the embodiment of sand and
allied particles to make their own tissue
which helps to strengthen their structure,
except the genus Zoanthus. This genus is
the most specious of the family and
contains around 150 described species;
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however true count at species level is still
doubtful (Fautin, 2013). Many variations
have been observed within the genus which
adds to the chaos of identification (Reimer
et al., 2004). There is need to have further
insights into the hidden potential and
whereabouts of these neglected organisms.

During a recent  expedition to
Kanyakumari, we discovered greenish-
brown polyps, grown in thick mat-like
colonies in the coral reefs environment. On

investigating the morphological
characteristics the species was tentatively
identified as Z. pulchellus. There are scarce
studies on Z. pulchellus worldwide
although it has been reported from 43 sites
around Carribean sea (Figure 1); while in
India previously reported Zoanthus species
comprise Z. sociatus and Z. sansibaricus
only (Kaladharan et al., 2011; Krishna et
al., 2011). Here, we report the first instance
of the existence of Z. pulchellus in India.

Figure 1: Previous reports of Z. pulchellus: Ocean Biogeographic Information System OBIS
documented 43 reports from the Caribbean sea (OBIS)

Materials and Methods

The organisms were discovered at The
Hidden Twin Beach, Cape Comorin Point,
Kanyakumari during January 2015 (Figure
2). The organisms were photographed in
situ using a digital camera to assist in study
of morphological and characteristic
features. Thorough morphological
investigation regarding polyp size, color
variations, tentacles, colony appearance
was performed. The photographs were also
sent to a leading scientist for observation of
the specimen. GPS locations were recorded

using built-in GPS device of the camera
(Table 1).

Table 1: GPS Location of the Site of collection

Decimal Degrees
Longitude 8.077370  8° 4' 38.532"
Latitude 77.532371 77° 31' 56.535"

Results and Discussion

The zoanthids grew in aggregates giving a
mat like appearance with colony size
varying from 20-30cm. The colonies were
smooth to touch, not encrusted in sand and
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appeared polygonal in shape. The polyps
were yellowish green in color with pink,
brown patterning and attached to rocky
substrate. Their height varied from 30-
50mm and diameter 1-1.5¢cm.
Approximately 60-70 light brown tentacles
were arranged in two rows around the outer
edge of the yellowish-green oral disks
which had diameter of about 0.5-0.8 cm
(Figure 3, 4). Based wupon above
observations and analysing the
morphological features of the previously
reported zoanthids the species was
identified as Z. pulchellus. Further
molecular studies are required to confirm
the true identity.

The polyp height of Z. pulchellus reported
in a previous study varied from 4-30 mm
and diameter from 4-6mm which is quite
shorter than the one observed in this study.
The polyps are also known to attain a
circular shape when fully expanded.
(Reimer et al., 2012). The zoanthids are
reported to have inter and intra-specific
morphological variations. Recent studies
on the genus have demonstrated that the
zoanthids are very plastic in context to
their morphology and are difficult to
identify on the basis of same (Pandya
Khushali et al., 2014).

Figure 2: Site of Sample collection: The Hidden
twin Beach, Kanyakumari, India

Figure 3: Colonies of Zoanthus pulchellus at the
rocky shore in the Hidden Twin Beach, Cape
Comorin Point, Kanyakumari

Figure 4: Magnified view of Zoanthus

pulchellus showing oral disc and arrangement of
tentacles

Conclusion

The macro-morphological investigations
suggest that the examined species is Z.
pulchellus. However, molecular studies are
required to confirm its identification. It is
also believed that despite their scarcely
reported occurrences worldwide, the said
species is distributed widely. The immense
pharmacological potential of this genus has
attracted scientific fraternity lately, so more
refined research is expected in order to
overcome the identification chaos.
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