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O
n M

arch 22th 2015, during the field trip of the naturalist field club “Strandw
erkgroep” 

to northern Brittany (France), crustaceans and other invertebrates w
ere collected at 

extrem
e low

 tide in the Bay of M
orlaix, on the eastern side of Ile Callot (48°41.4'N

 
03°55.2'W

). Biological m
aterial w

as extracted from
 10-15 kg of m

uddy gravel m
ixed 

w
ith m

aerl, gathered close to beds of Zostera m
arina. The sedim

ent w
as first sieved 

through tw
o circular plastic sieves (m

esh size 2 and 1 m
m

), in order to rem
ove the coarsest 

(shells, gravel, m
aerl) and the finest (m

ud and silt) fractions. The m
edium

 (m
ostly sand) 

fraction w
as then put in a bucket filled w

ith seaw
ater. The w

hole w
as sw

irled into m
otion 

by hand, and the light elem
ents (sm

all organism
s and fine plant rem

ains) w
ere separated 

from
 the sand by filtering the w

ater on the 1 m
m
 sieve. The procedure w

as repeated 
several tim

es in order to extract as m
uch m

aterial as possible. The sand w
as finally 

abandoned on the shore. In the lab, the light fraction w
as exam

ined under a dissecting 
m

icroscope and a few
 photographs w

ere taken w
ith an O

lym
pus TG3 cam

era. The sam
ple 

w
as then fixed in alcohol. It w

as sorted out later and is now
 deposited in the collections 

of the Royal Belgian Institute of N
atural Sciences.

The light elem
ents consisted of a considerable volum

e of black and dark brow
n vegetal 

debris (m
ostly dead rem

ains of Zostera m
arina, e.g. seeds and fragm

ents of leaves, 
rhizom

es and roots) m
ixed w

ith sm
all invertebrates (m

ostly am
phipod crustaceans). The 

m
ost abundant am

phipod w
as G

am
m

arella fucicola (Leach, 1814). This is a com
m

on 
intertidal and coastal species, w

hich has been recorded from
 a w

ide range of biotopes 
(Toulm

ond &
 Truchot 1964), so its abundance in the m

aterial is no surprise. The second 
m

ost com
m

on species w
as Idunella picta (N

orm
an, 1889) (= Listriella picta (N

orm
an, 

1889)), of w
hich m

ore than 30 specim
ens w

ere collected. The local abundance of Idunella 
picta on the eastern side of Ile Callot, w

hich w
as already reported by d'U

dekem
 d'A

coz 
(2010), is intriguing. Indeed, w

hile the species cannot be considered as extrem
ely rare in 

France (Chevreux &
 Fage 1925), it is definitely uncom

m
on, w

ith a patchy distribution 
(Toulm

ond &
 Truchot 1964).

The colour pattern of Idunella picta is unique am
ong European am

phipods. The anterior 
half of its body (including coxae and gnathopods) is uniform

ly blackish brow
n, the 

posterior half being w
hitish w

ith a few
 m

uch sm
aller blackish brow

n m
arks (Fig. 1) (see
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aiso M
yers &

 M
cG

rath 1983). This colour pattern is very constant. N
orm

an (1889), w
ho 

published the original description of the species (as Lilljeborgia picta), considered its 
colouration so rem

arkable, that he nam
ed it 'picta', m

eaning painted.

W
hen sorting the new

ly collected specim
ens, a striking sim

ilarity betw
een the size, shape 

and colour of the dark parts of Idunella picta and the particles of Zostera debris becam
e 

im
m

ediately apparent. This w
as docum

ented by photographs, of w
hich tw

o are published 
herein (Fig. 2). It seem

s unlikely that this m
orpho-chrom

atic sim
ilarity is a m

ere 
coincidence. The colour pattern of /. picta is interpreted herein as a probable form

 of 
m

im
etism

 w
ith fine dark plant rem

ains associated w
ith a background of light-coloured 

m
ineral particles. The very different colouration of the anterior and posterior parts of /. 

picta aiso breaks up the anim
al's outline, so that the colour pattern of this am

phipod can 
be considered as disruptive. For potential predators like sm

all fish, it w
ould presum

ably 
be difficult to see the difference betw

een abundant blackish plant rem
ains laying on or 

sw
irling just above a bed of light-coloured sand or gravel, and the m

uch less abundant /. 
picta specim

ens of sim
ilar appearance and colouration. The abundance of fine blackish 

plant rem
ains on the east side of Ile Callot is therefore interpreted as a key factor 

explaining the local abundance of I. picta. The local abundance of fine particles of dead 
seagrass can itself be explained by the local abundance of beds of Zostera m

arina L. and 
the sheltered nature of the environm

ent (the Bay of M
orlaix), w

hich lim
its the long

distance dispersal and rem
oval of the accum

ulated dead rem
ains of Zostera. Instead of 

being transported far aw
ay by w

ave action, they locally aggregate on the coarse substrate 
and/or m

ix w
ith its loose m

atrix w
ithout being deeply buried. The abundance of gravel 

m
ixed w

ith m
aerl is probably another favourable environm

ental factor. For exam
ple, 

Chevreux (1900) and Toulm
ond & Truchot (1964) already noted the association betw

een 
Idunella picta and m

aerl beds, although Chevreux & Fage (1925) recorded it on gravel, 
suggest a broader preference for coarse sedim

ents.

Sam
envatting

O
p 22 m

aart 2015, tijdens de m
eerdaagse excursie van de Strandw

erkgroep naar het 
noorden van Bretagne, w

erden in de Baie de M
orlaix, aan de oostkant van het Ile Callot 

(48°41,4'N
 03°55.2'W

), een aantal vlokreeften gezeefd uit een sedim
ent van slibrijk grint 

m
et m

aerl, dicht bij een vegetatie van groot zeegras, Zostera m
arina. H

et m
ateriaal w

erd 
achteraf behandeld en is opgenom

en in de collecties van het K
oninklijk Belgisch Instituut 

voor N
atuurw

etenschappen. H
et bevatte ook zeer veel donker debris van dood zeegras. 

De algem
eenste soort w

as G
am

m
arella fucicola (Leach, 1814), m

aar er w
erd ook veel 

Idunella picta (N
orm

an, 1889) (= Listriella picta (N
orm

an, 1889)) gevonden. D
it is een 

niet zo algem
ene soort m

et een verspreid voorkom
en. D

eze vlokreeft heeft een opvallend, 
constant kleurpatroon. D

e voorste helft van het lijf uniform
 bruinzw

art, terw
ijl de 

achterste helft juist w
itachig is enkele kleine bruinzw

arte stippen.
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D
it kleurpatroon w

ordt hier voorgesteld ais een vorm
 van m

im
icry: de vlokreeften lijken 

zo heel sterk op het zeegrasdebris (donker) dat bew
eegt over de bleke m

inerale zeebodem
. 

D
it breekt ook de typische bouw

 van het vlokreeftlijf en brengt zo m
ogelijke predatoren 

in de w
ar. In de literatuur w

ordt ook een associatie m
et grove, gem

engde grint/m
aerl 

sedim
enten genoteerd. (G

R)

Figure I: Colour pattern in life of Idunella picta (Norm
an, 1889).

A. M
ale. B. Female. The total length of the am

phipods is about 6 mm.
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Figure 2: Living Idunella picta (Norm
an, 1889) am

idst particles of dead Zostera m
anna L. collected 

with them
. A. Specim

ens in sideway disposition. B. Specim
en crawling and seen from

 above. 
N

ote the m
im

etism provided by their colour pattern.
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