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Christmas tree worms, Spirobranchus spp. (Serpulidae), are known for their wide
range of stony host corals, being either scleractinians or milleporids (Hunte et al.
1990, Dai and Yang 1995, Floros et al. 2005, Montebon and Yap 2009, Hoeksema
and ten Hove 2014). Reef-dwelling Spirobranchus worms usually settle on the host
coral’s surface, where they build tubes that can become overgrown by the live coral,
except for the tube opening and operculum (Nishi 1996). Based on their position
in relation to coral skeleton growth bands, Spirobranchus worms are estimated to
reach longevities of 1040 yrs (Nishi and Nishihira 1996). Additionally, it is known
that coral-associated Spirobranchus species are able to settle on non-coral substrate
(Skinner et al. 2012).

During reef surveys off the leeward side of Curagao (2014 and 2015), Christmas
tree worms of the species Spirobranchus giganteus (Pallas, 1766) were encountered
on living and dead host corals. Octocorals (order Alcyonacea) were among the live
host corals, which has not been recorded before. Several of these octocorals were
Erythropodium caribaeorum (Duchassaing and Michelotti, 1860), found encrusting
on dead coral (Panel D). A single worm was found in the stem of a black sea rod, Plex-
aura homomalla (Esper, 1792), growing on a scleractinian coral, Orbicella annularis
(Ellis and Solander, 1786), at Sea Aquarium reef (Panels A—C), which was also host-
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ing worms itself (Panels A, C: arrow heads). The Plexaura was identified by sclerite
examination using the work of Bayer (1961).

The worm was embedded inside the Plexaura’s coenenchyme and appeared to have
grown upward from the scleractinian substrate, where another worm occurred next
to the octocoral’s base (Panel C: arrow head). Apparently, octocorals overgrowing
scleractinians act as secondary hosts for Spirobranchis worms, as observed in some
sponges (Hoeksema et al. in press).
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