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Selecting and Maintaining Soft Corals

Feeding and Algal Symbiosis
Lighting and Water Clarity
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SOFT CORALS

cnidarians, broken down class
by class within the phylum.
Cnidarian taxonomy is based
on several characters, from
overall structure to different
life cycles to the number of
tentacles each polyp of a
particular group has, and in
some instances species are so
hard to tell apart that a
microscope is required to look
for the tiny differences in their
structures. It can be quite

difficult and for the most part
should be left to the experts.
There have also been nomen-
clatural changes over the
years, resulting from the
restructuring of various
groups. So it is common to
see different names for the
same taxonomic group in
aquarium literature. The
entire phylum Cnidaria, for
instance, was called the
phylum Coelenterata not too

An anemone of the order Actiniaria, commonly designated as the true
anemones, with a guest anemonefish (Amphiprion). A gorgonian can be

seen in the background.
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long ago, and of course indi-
viduals within the class were
called coelenterates instead of
cnidarians. The phylum
contains four different classes:
Hydrozoa ( which comprises
seven orders and includes
such dangerous animals as the
Portuguese man o’ war and the
fire corals); Scyphozoa (the
jellyfishes); Cubozoa {the sea
wasps); and the Anthozoa,
wherein we find the animals
that are the subject of this
publication.

The soft-bodied cnidarians
that are commonly found in
reef aquariums and are our
primary subjects of discus-
sion all belong to the class
Anthozoa (the most “impor-
tant” members of which are
the hard corals and the
anemones), but they are
spread over two different
subclasses within the
Anthozoa. The subclass
Alcyonaria (also known as
Octocorallia) contains the
leather corals (order
Alcyonacea), the gorgonians,
sea fans and sea whips (order
Gorgonacea) and the organ
pipe corals and star polyps
(order Stolonifera). The sub-
class Zoantharia contains the
colonial anemones (order
Zoanthidea), the mushroom
anemones (order
Corallimorpharia) and the
true anemones ( order
Actiniaria). Both subclasses
also contain other orders, but
we're not concerned with
those orders here, since we're
dealing only with the
cnidarians generally regarded
as “soft corals.” (The “hard
corals, ” incidentally, are
within the order Scleractinia,
subclass Zoantharia.) Each of
the pertinent groups will be
discussed in detail in the
sections that follow.




SOFT CORALS

about 6,500°K to 6,800°K.

This can be done in two
basic ways. The first and
easiest way is to simply buy
bulbs that emit light at
6,500°K to 6,800°K. There are
currently metal halide bulbs
on the market that emit light
at exactly 6,500°K, and there
are also several brands of
fluorescent bulbs. that are a
mixture of both white and
blue light and are appropri-
ately called 50/50 or daylight
bulbs. The overall color of
these bulbs is usually just a
little bluer than daylight and
is thus ideal for reef aquari-
ums. The other approach is to
use a combination of bulbs of
various colors that have an
overall emission similar to
daylight. This is commonly
done by using metal halide
bulbs that are 5,500°K with
fluorescent bulbs that are
7,100°K. While it is not
necessary, many hobbyists
also prefer their lighting to
actually be even bluer. This is
also easily done by combining
fluorescent bulbs that are
7,100°K or metal halide bulbs
that are 10,000°K with fluo-
rescent bulbs that are
6,500°K.

The other basic consider-
ation is intensity. The right
spectrum means little if the
intensity is too low. Regular
wattage fluorescent bulbs
come in a variety of colors
from white to actinic-white
(50/50) to actinic. However,
these bulbs do not-have a very
high output at all compared
with high output (HO) and
very high output (VHO)
bulbs—but they are much
more inexpensive. While some
cnidarians can survive with a
few of these bulbs over the
aquarium, many will require
more intense lighting in order

to grow and reproduce. High
output and very high output
bulbs in these colors are a big
step up. While a normal
wattage 4-foot fluorescent
bulb has an output of 40
watts, a 4-foot HO bulb puts

Experimentation often is needed
to find out the best placement for
a soft coral within the tank to
obtain the proper amount of
illumination. This 65-gallon reef
aquarium obviously offers
different strata of light intensity.

out around 85 watts, and a 4-
foot VHO bulb puts out
around 110 watts. Compact
fluorescents, relatively new to
the market, are another type
of fluorescent lighting: These
bulbs also have a much
higher output than regular
wattage bulbs, and they are
actually a bit brighter than
HO and VHO bulbs. Metal
halides are by a long shot the

most intense lights available
for aquarium applications.
They are large bulbs that look
just like streetlight bulbs.
They also come in a variety of
spectrums, from 4,500°K up
to 20,000°K. However, the
5,500°K and 6500°K varieties
seem to be not only the most
reliable but also the cheapest,
and as discussed when used
in combination with actinic
fluorescent bulbs they provide
a very desirable spectrum.

Unfortunately, the brighter
a particular type of bulb is,
the more it usually costs and
the more the fixtures and
ballasts cost as well. Most
manufacturers and hobbyists
suggest replacing bulbs every
9 to 18 months depending on
the type, so keep in mind the
cost of replacing all of your
bulbs when deciding on a
lighting system. Many of the
more intense lighting systems
will also get so hot that
special cooling fans must be
mounted in the canopy or
fixture to keep the tempera-
ture down.

When it comes to how
much your aquarium needs,
keep in mind that many soft
corals and anemones need at
least moderate (HO/VHO/
power compact) and will truly
thrive only under intense
(metal halide) lighting. For the
most part you should try to
have the greatest number of
bulbs that you can mount
over your aquarium without
overheating the water (and
without breaking you). It's
practically impossible to
overdo it. Also keep in mind
that the deeper your tank is,
the less light reaches the
organisms nearer the bottom;
in general the deeper the
tank, the more lighting you'll
need.
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The following sections are
ntended to provide you with
specific information about
many of the soft corals and
anemones commonly seen for
sale in aquarium stores. While
in the past it seemed that
wholesalers and retailers had
made up their own names for
each individual cnidarian
group, today almost all have
one somewhat universal
common name. In the pages
that follow, various soft
corals, anemones, and other
related cnidarians are referred
to by these individual com-
mon names. For many the
generic name (the capitalized
first name of the two names in
today’s binomial system of
nomenclature) is provided as
well, but the specific name
(the uncapitalized second half
of a scientific name) is usually
not provided,
because when
corals it is s
almost never
uased due to the
great difficulty
involved in
proper identifi-
cation. Also
keep in mind
hat many soft
‘orals that are
‘ery similar in
appearance may
share a common
name but are
actually mem-
bers of more
than one genus
or can be differ-
ent species of
the same genus.
For each
group of organ-
isms some basic

information is given to explain
a little about them and to help
you choose which ones to
stock your aquarium with.
When it is needed, other more
specific information is also
provided. General lighting
requirements and overall
hardiness and aggressiveness
levels are given where appli-
cable. However, you should
keep in mind that these are
general guidelines and are
greatly dependent on the
water quality in your
aquarium and the dealer’s
aquariums, how various
specimens tolerate shipping
at different times of the year,
how and where they are
collected from and other
pertinent factors.

Where lighting is discussed,
remember that various light-
ing systems are considered to

27

be low output, moderate
output, or intense output. For
general purposes several
regular wattage fluorescent
bulbs (4 to 6) over aquariums
from 18 to 24 inches deep
(most aquariums from 55 to
150 gallons) is considered low
output, even if actinic bulbs
are included. Moderate light-
ing output over the same
aquariums requires the use of
several VHO fluorescent bulbs
or compact-type bulbs. To
achieve intense lighting over
the same aquariums requires
the use of metal halide sys-
tems, usually with a combina-
tion of fluorescent bulbs. Of
course you must keep in mind
that a system that is consid-
ered to be moderate over an
aquarium that is 20 inches
deep would be considered
intense over an aquarium

Leather corals, zoanthids, corallimorphs and other cnidarians are represented in this 60-
dealing with soft gallon reef tank.
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of the order Alcyonacea
within the subclass
Octocorallia of the class
Anthozoa but also to such
disparate groups as the
gorgonians (order
Gorgonacea), the star polyps
(order Stolonifera, which
happens also to be the order
that contains the orgari pipe
“corals,” another group with
“coral” in its name even
though it’s not in even the
same subclass as the reef-
building corals), the zoanthids
(order Zoanthidea), the
corallimorphs (order
Corallimorpharia) and the
‘true” anemones (order
Actiniaria). The last-named

\ leather coral of the genus
jarcophyton, showing the
aushroom-shaped body that has
liven rise to the common name

f “toadstool” corals; they are
Iso sometimes called “umbrella
rathers.”

wree orders at least are in the
ame subclass as the reef-
uilding corals, so they are
msiderably different taxo-
omically from the other
nimals being lumped together
ere as “soft corals.” The
esignation certainly isn't very

scientifically
precise and isn't
very descriptive,
but it’s very
commonly used
in the aquarium
trade and
hobby.

Even using
the term “reef-
building” in
reference to the
“true” corals—
members of the
Order
Scleractinia in
the subclass
Hexacorallia—
does not pro-
vide enough contradistinction
between groups, because
some other cnidarians (the
blue “coral” Heliopora, which
isn't even in the same sub-
class as the scleractinians, is
an example) build structures
that could easily be consid-
ered to be small reefs; addi-
tionally, there also are some
“true corals” that don’t build
reefs, so the term is mislead-
ing on both exclusionary and
inclusionary counts.

Even marine biologists have
trouble identifying many
alcyonaceans at the species

A Sinularia species with the
“fingers” tightly clumped.
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ORDER ALCYONACEA: THE LEATHER CORALS

species) corals’ bodies makes it easy to see why they
are often called “finger leathers.”

level, and most simply don’t
try. Many of these animals are
so similar in appearance and
structure that they can be
identified only at the generic
level—and in many cases not
even then. The most reliable
method of identification is to
collect skeletal fragments in
the form of sclerites and
spicules from a specimen.
These fragments, while being
very small, are usually unique
enough in structure to aid in
classification. But obviously it
is not an option for most
hobbyists (or collectors, or
dealers), so most of the
leather corals are sorted and
sold by common name only.
Alcyonaceans have fleshy
stems that are reinforced
structurally by tiny carbonate
sclerites. These are small
spiny structures (usually only
a millimeter or two in length)
that are made of the same
material that stony corals use
to form their skeletons. The
sclerites are meshed together
within the coral’s tissues like
puzzle pieces to form a sort of
pseudo-skeleton that can be
somewhat rigid to very flex-
ible. Different types of corals
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Creating the Reef Environment
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Even more varied in their natural history, biology, color, and form than
their reef-building relatives the hard corals, the soft corals share with the
reef-builders the capacity for fascinating anyone able to view them in
their environment, whether that environment be within the ocean or
within a marine aquarist’s home. That fascination has been the basis
for the explosive growth in popularity of saltwater aquariums in general
and minireef aquariums in particular. The excellent presentation in
this book of a lively and valuably informative text coupled with full-color
photos that portray soft corals at their wondrous best will help spur their
popularity even further.

Defining soft corals in the broadest sense, to include even the true
anemones, author Jim Fatherree has provided an essential guide to soft

coral selection and care.
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