





THE SCROUNGERS

"Squatting” is regarded as the occupation of premises not belonging to oneself. In the
animal kingdom, many animals practise squatting - the symbiotic relationship known as
commensalism where different species live together. However, the relationship only
benefits one party, while the other party does not derive any benefit at all.

A Home on the Move. Goose barnacles are notorious as fouling organisms since they
are able to colonise any available hard substrate. A group of goose barnacles belonging
to the genus Octolasmis however, is rather fussy about its substrate - they prefer a living
crab host. All barnacles are filter-feeders, using their feet to gather plankton from the
open sea. Being attached to a moving object of course, enhances its feeding ability
tremendously. The species of Octolasmis which lives on the shell and legs of the crab do
not hinder the crab's movement very much. An even more specialised species of Octolasmis
lives on the gills of crabs. Although they slightly impair the crab's respiration, it is not
generally regarded as very serious. The crab's respiratory current brings in fresh seawater
with suspended plankton and crab's shell which covers its gills also protects the barnacle
from predators. The only flaw with this strategy of life is that when the crab moults,
all its squatters are also discarded with the cast-off shell!

Octolasmis on the edge of the shell of a Swimming Crab, Thalamita sp. (Size: 3-5 mm).
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THE SCOUNDRELS

People who do not earn their own keep but rely instead on others have a bad reputation
of "sponging on others". Many animals however, have adopted such a lifestyle precisely
because it is "an easy way out". These are the parasites. Contrary to popular belief,
parasites do not always kill their hosts - the art of being a good parasite is to ensure that
the victim (host, in scientific jargon) survives for as long a period of time as possible.

Free-Loader. For those of us who still relish clams, cockles and oysters, you might have
come across a small, rather soft, cream or white pea-like crab inside the shellfish. This
is the Pea Crab (Pinnotheres sp.) which lives in the mantle of many species of bivalves.
Bivalves are filter-feeders, using their gills to filter the sea water. The crabs feed off the
filtered food, and because they no longer need to forage or worry about predators, they
have become soft with short, weak legs. Although they take food from their hosts,
they are not serious parasites and do not cause undue harm. (Size: 10 mm).

-

A Pea Crab, Pinnotheres sp.
living inside an Atrina shell.
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THE CASANOVAS

Sex is a necessity in the game of survival. Through sex, animals exchange and recombine
their genes. In so doing, they ensure that subsequent generations will be stronger and
thus have a better chance of surviving the vagaries of competition and the environment.
The business of finding a mate of the same species and passing on one's genes is thus
of great importance to any animal's existence and for the survival of its species. Locating
a suitable and willing mate is however, a complex business and animals have evolved a
wide variety of ways to accomplish this successfully.

Caught in the Act! Crabs practise internal fertilisation, with the males depositing
packets of sperm in the female by means of special structures known as gonopods.
The abdomens of female crabs are broad in order to hold the fertilised eggs.

In some crabs, like this pair of Flower Crabs, Portunus pelagicus, the male guards the
female until she moults. Then they mate!

A pair of Flower Crabs, Portunus pelagicus. (Size: 150 mm).
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EPILOGUE: THE WISDOM OF THE SHORE

Humans are a strange species. We are supposedly intelligent, able to appreciate the
past and manage the present; able to learn from mistakes and anticipate the future.
Yet, our history has been peppered with so many stupid mistakes; a sentient alien
watching us cannot help but ask if we are that different from the other organisms.

Today, we are faced with a 1001 problems, most of which are of our making. The latest
(not counting the many wars we start and continue with no apparent sense), is climate
change. Even something as damning as the annilation of the world as we know it and
the possible extinction of our species, is something we argue about and try and rationalize
away. The obvious has been confronting us for decades, and even today, we are still
debating (though less). Surely, this is where good sense and the precautionary principle
should apply more than anything else. The risk of extinction is not a risk worth taking!

As the climate changes, so will our sea levels. It will affect our lives significantly, as will
the many animals on the shore. Some will die, some will persist. But nature will make a
comeback. Today, on almost all man-made structures along our shores, we find plant
and animal life. It may be not as diverse as the old days. Some old friends are no longer
with us, and we have new ones. But Nature persists. It will always be there. It is the
imperative of humankind to learn how to keep the environment as clean as possible so
that as many marine denizens will return. Many humans forget one very simple fact. If
the waters are clean and pristine enough for a multitude of marine animals — it is also
good for us. A clean shore with rich marine life is something all Singaporeans should
cherish. It is not a mere luxury.

And we must continue to learn from the multitude of plants and animals living on these
shores. They have evolved into what they are through millions of years of strife and
challenges. It is for us to be humble enough to study their ways and in the process, learn
how we can better cope in our own world. There are none as blind as those who will
not see. Someone once said even the wisest man can learn occasionally from the fool.
If such a man does not realize this, he is the greater fool. And as biologists, let us tell
you, the reader, in no uncertain terms — Nature is NO fool!






