The shell of Hexaplex (Trunculariopsis) trunculus as a mobile hard substratum: advantages and disadvantages of epibiont polychaetes (Annelida: Polychaeta)
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The muricid gastropod Hexaplex (Trunculariopsis) trunculus is a common inhabitant of the subtidal and intertidal areas of the Ria Formosa lagoon (Algarve coast - southern Portugal). Since rocky substrata are scarce in these predominantly sandy and muddy habitats, epibiosis becomes a highly valuable strategy for the survival of sessile and sedentary organisms. Gastropod molluscs, and in this particular case T. trunculus, provide an alternative hard substrata in this ecosystem, being highly susceptible to secondary colonisation by diverse types of organisms. In this context, this work aimed to assess the fouling of T. trunculus shells by polychaetes, presenting quantitative and qualitative data on epibiont polychaetes, colonisation scores (not colonised, colonised or heavily colonised) and preferential location for settlement of some epibionts on the shell. From a total of 2276 T. trunculus shells, 71.3% were colonised by polychaetes. Colonisation levels increased markedly with shell length, i.e., heaviest fouling was found in older individuals, revealing that epibiosis is a time-dependent phenomenon. Besides Spirorbidae (not quantified), the most abundant families were Serpulidae (67.1%), Sabellidae (10.6%), Sabellariidae (9.6%) and Cirratulidae (8.5%). T. trunculus shells congregated a diversified group of polychaetes from different habitats, namely inhabitants of sandy substrates (Sabellariidae), rocky substrates (Sabellidae and Serpulidae) and organic matter enriched bottoms (Cirratulidae and Capitellidae). Several T. trunculus shells were also fouled by drilling polychaete species (Spionidae: Polydora cf. hoplura), responsible for excavations and boreholes that damaged some shells. Most of the polychaete tubes revealed an apparently random distribution on the host shell, but some made use of specific shell features to facilitate the settlement and tube construction. This was particularly evident within the family Sabellariidae, whose sandy tubes were mainly positioned horizontally around the shell spire and/or vertically on the shell varices or around the siphonal canal. These preferential locations are related to an easier settlement provided by these irregularities on the shell surface, which also allow for a higher protection against tube erosion/abrasion during burrowing of T. trunculus. The main costs and benefits of this epibiotic relationship, both for the basibiont and for the epibiont polychaetes, are discussed.

