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CSP3 Description 

Title Assessment of numbers, distribution, size and overall health of pink sea fans Eunicella verrucosa. 

Overall Aim To continue the on-going assessment of pink sea fans at Lundy 

Justification The pink sea fan is probably the "most heavily protected marine invertebrate in UK waters" (Lundy 
Management Plan 2017). It is currently listed as Vulnerable on the IUCN Red List of Threatened 
Species (last assessed 1996). It is slow growing (on average about 1 cm per year) and long lived (up 
to at least 50 years) and in the past populations have been affected by collecting. Stopping this 
activity was one of the driving forces behind establishing a voluntary Marine Nature Reserve at 
Lundy in the early 1970s. In the early 2000s, the species was again under threat, though this time 
from a naturally occurring bacterial disease which led to a drop in numbers. The vast majority of 
individuals have a ‘fleshy’ colour to tissue (coenemchyme), though occasionally an all-white 
specimen may be encountered. 

Associated 
Objectives 

To assess the number of sea fan nudibranchs Duvaucelia odhneri (formerly Tritonia nilsodhneri) on 
sea fans. 
To search for the nationally rare sea fan anemone Amphianthus dohrnii. 

To count the number of the nationally rare false cowries Xanderovula (Simnia) spp. on sea fans. 

Background Studies to assess the distribution of pink sea fans around the island, their density in different 
areas, and an assessment of their overall health was first initiated by MCS divers in 1995 (Irving et 
al. 1996) and continued for the next 6 years until 2001 (Irving & Northen 2004). A comparative 
study of sea fans throughout the south-west was undertaken by MCS divers in 2001 & 2002 (Wood 
2003), which showed those at Lundy to be in a worse state than at all other sites surveyed. 
Subsequent assessments at Lundy have taken place in 2005, 2010 & 2015. 

Methodology Divers will be in pairs. Both should be equipped with a recording slate, and at least one should 
have a measuring device (ruler or marked edge to slate) in centimetres. Ideally, one will also have 
an u/w camera. Diver A will be recording the colour, the height and width of each sea fan 
encountered. They will also be allocating a score to each sea fan indicating the overall state it is in 
(using the following table): 

Degree of Fouling Score 

1 =  > 80% fouled 
2 =     50% - 79% 
3 =     20% - 49% 
4 =     5% - 19% 
5 =  < 5% (pristine) 

Diver B will be recording the number of individual sea fan nudibranchs Duvaucelia odhneri present 
on each fan, the number of D. odhneri egg whorls, the number of false cowries Xanderovula spp. 
and the number of sea fan anemones Amphianthus dohrnii. 

Competency At least one of diving pair should have done this type of survey before. Divers from Levels 3 
(Surveyor) and 4 (Experienced). 

No. of divers & 
equipment 
needed 

Can be undertaken with any number of divers within a group, so long as individual sea fans are not 
re-counted (i.e. duplicated). Equipment required includes a writing slate or u/w notebook (which 
might also be used as a height/width measure) and/or a ruler. Please note the above fouling 
categories on your slate/in your notebook before you dive. Suggest one diver (of a pair) 
undertakes measurement of sea fan and overall condition score, while the other follows behind to 
do counts of the 3 epibiotic species and to take a photograph/s. 

Special training 
required? 

Training should be straightforward. Sea fans are easy to recognize under water, although small 
ones (perhaps just a 10 cm long vertical stick) may require diligent searching. Many at Lundy are 
covered with drift seaweed or hydroid-bryozoan growths. Sea fan nudibranchs Duvaucelia odhneri 
are very cryptic and require careful searching for (their egg strings wrapped around branches may 
give away their presence). The sea fan anemone and the false cowrie are small but should be 
distinguishable with careful searching. The false cowrie Xanderovula (Simnia) hisocki has a very 
similar appearance to its close relative Xanderovula (Simnia) patula. X. hiscocki appears to be 
confined to sea fans whereas X. patula is more commonly associated with dead man's fingers 
Alcyonium digitatum (though, rarely, it may also occur on sea fans). For the purposes of this 
project, all false cowries found on sea fans can be recorded as Xanderovula sp. The small sea fan 
anemone Amphianthus dohrnii is 10mm across its disc, has a short column and about 80 short 
tentacles. The colour varies, being either buff, pink, orange or red, usually streaked or splashed 
with white. Several may be present on the one sea fan (if you're exceptionally lucky!). See photos 
below. 
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Previous data? Yes - data on overall sea fan health exist for visits from 1997-2001, 2002, 2005, 2010 & 2015. 
Counts of the sea fan nudibranch Duvaucelia odhneri were undertaken in each of these years as 
well as in 1975, 1986, 1987, 1990, 1995 & 1996. There are no previous records of systematic 
counts of Amphianthus dorhnii (just one individual has been recorded at Lundy in 1995 off Brazen 
Ward) or of Simnia hiscocki (only described as a new species in 2011). Irving & Northen (2004) 
recorded the density of seafans from three 10m2 quadrats off HalfwayWall Bay as being 0.5/10m2. 

Additional notes The pink sea fan Eunicella verrucosa is protected by law (Wildlife and Countryside Act, 1981). 
Schedule 5 of the Act prohibits the intentional killing or injuring of the pink sea fan. 
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Close-up photo of part of a pink sea fan colony showing 
the presence of two beautifully camouflaged sea fan 
sea slugs Duvaucelia odhneri (Tritonia nilsodhneri) and 
an egg string coiled around a branch (from Irving, 2011). 

Four sea fan anemones (one closed up) Amphianthus 
dohrnii attached to branches of a pink sea fan Eunicella 
verrucosa (from Irving, 2011). 

 


