
OF DINNER PLATE, COCHLEAR AND PACMAN CORALLINES

Seven common intertidal encrusting coralline red seaweeds of the Cape Peninsula.

by Gavin W. M aneveldt, Botany Department, and Rene Frans 
International Ocean Institute o f  Southern Africa. University o f  the Western Cape

In the fifth and final part of  this series of  articles on common intertidal seaweeds of  the Cape Peninsula,  
we look at encrust ing coral l ine algae. These  encrust ing coral l ine red seaweeds are widespread in shal low 
water in all of  the world’s oceans,  where they often cover close to 1 0 0 %  of  rocky substrates.  Nowhere are 

they more important than in the ecology of  coral reefs. Not only do encrust ing coral l ine algae help cement  
the reef together, but they make up a considerable portion of  the mass of  the reef i tself and are 

important primary products and food for certain herbivores.

L
ocal represen
tatives of 
encrusting 

coralline algae are 
equally abundant 
throughout the 
intertidal zone of 
the Cape Peninsula.
Even so, they are a 
poorly known 
group of seaweeds, 
readily
recognizable as 
pink, pinkish-grey, 
red, mauve or 
purple blotches as 
though a clu m sy  
painter's apprentice spilled them 
all over the rock surfaces, animals 
and even other seaweeds. Like all 
red seaweeds, coralline algae 
possess the phycobilin  photosyn
thetic pigments that give them 
their red coloration. Unlike fleshy 
seaweeds though, coralline algae 
are calcified (they have their cell 
walls impregnated with lime) so 
that they are extremely hard.
When one considers that our teeth 
are calci-fied, you can quite easily 
imagine how hard these seaweeds 
are.

T he com m on encrusting 
coralline algae of the Cape 
Peninsula include Spongites  

y en d o i , S. im par, Leptophytum  

acerv a tu m , L. ferox, L. foveatum , 

M esophyllum  engelhartii and 
H eydrichia woelkerlingii.

Encrusting coralline algae are 
im portant in the ecology of marine 
ecosystems where they serve as 
food and shelter for many marine 
animals. Despite their hard, 
calcified nature, they also have a 
number of econom ic uses. They 
are used in m edicine in the prepa
ration of dental bone implants. 
Coralline rubble known as m aerl

SP O N G IT E S  YENDOI (1), 
is the m ost ab undant en cru stin g  
co ra llin e  in the in tertid al, occu rrin g  
from  the mid in tertidal to the 
im m ediate subtidal. Its co lo u r varies  
from  grey-pink  in w ell-lit a re a s  to 
m auve in the shade. In d ividu als  
generally  fuse together w hen cru sts  
m eet, so that large exp an ses of the 
co ra llin e  a re  often though of as a 
single seaw eed . This co ra llin e  is 
closely  asso ciated  with the territo rial  
‘gardening lim p et’ S c u te lla s tr a  
c o c h le a r ,  m ore com m only know n as 
the p ear-sh ap ed  lim pet, w here it form s 
an extensive covering o f lim p ets’ shells 
and the base o f lim pet zone. F o r this 
reason , it is com m only  know n as the 
co ch le a r  co ra llin e . In association  w ith  
the lim pet, S. y e n d o i  is relatively  thin  
b ecause the lim pet grazes it.

LEPTO PH Y TU M  FER O X  (2) is a p ale-pink  en cru stin g  co ra llin e  com m only  know n  
as P a cm a n  (after the a rc a d e  gam e c h a ra c te r)  b ecause it ch a ra c te ris tic a lly  p rod u ces  
sm all m argin s over its en tire  thallu s that look like pouting lips. This sp ecies is a 
w eakly  attach ed  co ra llin e  and m ost often it is found grow ing on top o f the thinn er  
ind ividu als o f S p o n g ite s  y e n d o i .  In the photo (left), L ep to p h y tu m  f e r o x  is 
su rrou n d ed  by the ta r cru st H ild e n b r a n d ia  l e c a n e l l i e r i i ,  and the sh ort su rface  
m argin s resem bling a p air of pouty lips ca n  be seen.

SP O N G IT E S  IM PAR  (3), closely  related  
to S. y e n d o i , is a thicker, strikingly  
beige to olive-yellow  en cru stin g  
co ra llin e . U nlike S. y e n d o i ,  individuals  
do not fuse together so that distinct 
entities are  sep arated  by p aler m argins  
that are  raised  and often tw isted w here  
ind ividu als h ave met. This featu re has  
given rise to the n am e ‘scro lled  crustose  
co ra llin e ’. T he textu re of this en cru stin g  
co ra llin e  is ch a ra c te ris tic a lly  like that 
of an e le p h a n t’s skin. This sp ecies is 
com m on  in a re a s  of strong w ave action

and often com p etes w ith S. y e n d o i  for sp ace  in the mid intertidal.

1 3 4 m m
Leptophytu m  fe r o x .  Photo: D erek Reals.
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is used in calcium  
mineral supplements, as 
soil pH conditioners, in 
the filtration of acidic 
drinking water and even 
as food additives for 
livestock. They are also 
used as 'l ive rock' in the 
marine aquarium 
industry. Coralline rock 
has even been used as 
building stones.

T h e  commercial use 
of seaweeds in South 
Africa is but a small 
industry using mostly 
brown and fleshy red 
seaweeds. The increasing use of 
local seaweeds has resulted in a 
state policy to ensure the 
sustainable use of these 
com m ercial resources. This 
awareness has greatly increased 
research on local seaweeds and 
considerably increased our 
knowledge of most of the species. 
It is only with this increased 
awareness that w e ’ve been able to 
bring to you the knowledge that 
we have gained regarding this 
fascinating group of marine 
organisms. Now that you ’ve come 
to know the green, brown and red 
seaweeds in a bit more detail, we 
hope that you will see them with 
a positive view and not just that 
smelly stuff lying on the b ea c h !#

LEPTO PH Y TU M  ACERVATUM , a thin  
pale-pink  en cru stin g co ra llin e , is c h a r a c 
teristically  found on pebbles throughout 
the in tertid al, esp ecially  in sh eltered  tidal 
pools. The ab u n d an ce o f this co ra llin e  is 
negligible elsew h ere w ithin  the exp osed  
rock y  in tertid al - it seem s eith er not to 
o ccu r on rock y  o u tcrop s, or becom es  
overgrow n  quite quickly. Due to the  
relatively  higher d istu rb an ce  regim e that pebbles can  be exp osed  to, it ap p ears  that 
th ick er en cru stin g  co ra llin es can n ot su rvive on these pebbles; L ep top h y tu m  
a c e r v a tu m  ap p ears  to be the opp ortu n istic  co ra llin e  algae. It often looks spotty as a 
result o f the loss o f its rep ro d u ctiv e  stru ctu res that leave m inute c ra te rs  at the 
su rface  (clearly  seen on the insert o f the g rap h ic , right).

LEPTO PH Y TU M  FOVEATUM  (1) 
is an extrem ely  thin, rosy en cru stin g  
co ra llin e  w ith alm ost w hite edges. It is 
com m on  low  dow n on the rock y  sh ore  
w here it m ay eith er form  large exp an ses, 
or find refuge from  the lim pet 
S c u te l la s t r a  c o c h le a r .  This co ra llin e  is 
often referred  to as the ‘im b ricate  
co ra llin e  c ru s t ’ b ecause it p rodu ces  
n um erous pale raised  m argins acro ss  its 
en tire  thallu s that run m ore o r less 
p arallel to the p rim ary  m argin . These  
regen erated  seco n d ary  m argins have  
been show n to prevent, and som etim es  
even cou nter, the effects of m argin al 
overgrow th  o f this thin en cru stin g  
co ra llin e  by th ick er co rallin es.
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Leptophytu m  fo v e a h im  (l), M esophyllu m  
en g elh artii  (2) and H ey d rich ia  w oelk er-  
lingii (3) competing for space.

The su blittoral fringe (the very  low  
shore) is dom in ated  to a large extent by 
the en cru stin g  co rallin e  
M ESO PH YLLU M  E N G ELH A R TII (2). 
T his sp ecies  is a thin, relativ ely  sm ooth , 
ch o co la te  to purple-brow n en cru stin g  
co ra llin e  w ith d istinct, p ale yellow  to 
alm ost w hite, raised  m argin s. It is able 
to dom in ate the su blittoral fringe and

im m ediate  subtidal because of its 
relativ ely  fast grow th  rate  and degree to 
w hich  its m argin  is raised  - grow ing  
over everything in its path.
M eso p h y llu m  e n g e lh a r t i i  is often  
asso cia ted  w ith the colon ial w orm  shell 
D e n d r o p o m a  c o r a l l in a c e u s  that often 
riddle the co ra llin e  w ith th eir e x c a v a 
tions (the c irc u la r  e x cav atio n s show n in 
the grap h ic).

By far the m ost ab undant en cru stin g  
co ra llin e  alga w ithin the im m ediate  
subtidal is HEYDRICHIA W OELKER- 
L IN G II  (3). N am ed after two co rallin e  
taxon om ists, H. w o e lk e r l in g i i  is an  
extrem ely  thick  (up to 20  m m ), sm ooth, 
p orcelain -lik e  en cru stin g co ra llin e  with  
ind ividu als easily  attaining the d iam eter  
o f a d in ner plate. F o r this reason , it has 
been referred  to as the ‘d in n er plate  
c o ra llin e ’ b ecause to local d ivers , they  
look just like large glazed plates strew n  
a cro s s  the subtidal floor. It is also called  
the velvety co ra llin e  cru st b ecause o f its 
sm ooth  velvety ap p e a ra n ce , w hich  can  
be seen clearly  in the photo (left).
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