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SEAHORSES

Hawaiian name: 
--

Scientific name:  
Hippocampus spp.

Distribution:  

worldwide in tropical & temperate waters

Size: 


varies according to species, 1.5 to 14 inches (3.8-36 cm)

Diet:


crustacean plankton 


Seahorses and their relatives the pipefishes belong to the fish family Syngnathidae.  These fishes have highly-modified bodies.  Their scales are replaced by a series of jointed bony rings that encircle the flexible tail and interlocking places that cover the rigid body.  

Seahorses, named for their loose resemblance to horses, are actually weak swimmers that hover or glide slowly from place to place by undulating the small dorsal and pectoral fins; they pelvic fins as well as a true tail fin.  Their unusual posture -- with head up and tail down – contributes to their equine look.  Seahorses live and move at right angles to most fishes and often maintain position by holding onto seaweed or other objects with the flexible tail.  The long, tubular jaw is adapted for sucking small crustacean plankton from the water.  

Seahorses and most of their kin are best known for their unusual reproductive pattern.  Males have a special patch or pouch on the belly surface that provides incubation for the female’s eggs.  During mating, the female transfers eggs to the male’s pouch.  After the male fertilizes them, they are retained within the brood pouch as they develop and there is no drifting larval stage as in most marine fishes.  When the young hatch, the male expels them from the pouch and they emerge looking like miniature versions of the adults.

She raises seahorses by the seashore
For years, the Waikïkï Aquarium has worked to promote conservation of ocean resources by developing propagation techniques for popular marine life.  Karen Brittain, Aquarium biologist in the Live Exhibits Department is a resident "blue-thumb".  An aquaculture and propagation specialist, she has helped rear everything from mahimahi to jellyfish.  Her latest success is seahorses!  

Seahorses have been featured in international news lately, their populations threatened by heavy harvesting for markets in traditional Asian medicines, curios, and the aquarium hobby trade.  Seahorse reproductive biology puts them at risk to over harvesting, and several programs are now attempting to develop reliable rearing techniques that provide alternatives for collecting from the wild.  The Stephen Birch Aquarium in San Diego is one institution involved in these propagation programs.  And now, the Waikïkï Aquarium is successfully raising the young of the original eight animals received from colleagues at Birch.  

The secret to Karen's success?  Basics! Starting with food for the adults.  Seahorses are predators on small crustaceans.  Finding a reliable source of nutritious food was the first hurdle 

to overcome.  The adults are now thriving on frozen mysid shrimp from Canada.  Seahorse

reproduction is next key.  The female and male engage in daily "bonding" activities, swimming together each morning, side by side with their tails entwined.  Then, in a pairing unlike most
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marine fishes, female seahorses deposit their eggs into a brood pouch on the males' abdomen where they are fertilized.  The developing embryos spend one to three weeks in the protection of the pouch.  When development is complete, the quarter-inch young are expelled - a process that can take up to a day and a half.  

Looking like perfect miniatures of the adults, the young seahorses begin a search for food.  Providing the right diet is more challenging than it might sound -- size, nutritional value, and just the right kind of movement are the recipe for a successful diet.  Plankton, like rotifers and copepods, are the right size for the first week, then newly-hatched brine shrimp are offered.  For the next eight weeks, Karen works to shift the growing seahorses over to more and more non-living food, including frozen mysids, gelatin mix, and flake food.  


From probably three matings, Karen and the Live Exhibits team have raised approximately 80 young.  The colors are varied, some individuals are black with white markings, a few are orange.  Karen is trying to determine what influences color and is experimenting with different colored backdrops.  If color is a factor for collectors, then perhaps "customized" seahorses raised on "ranches" would be more attractive than wild caught specimens -- a step in the direction of protecting wild populations.  In the meantime, some of the Aquarium's young stock will be shared with colleague institutions like the Columbus Zoo, and some will go on exhibit here.  So, watch for young seahorses in the Miniature Marine Life exhibits in Gallery 3, or in nursery tanks that will be part of the new nursery exhibit spaces the the upcoming Jet Set exhibits across from the South Pacific Gallery.

Classification:

Kingdom Animalia


Phylum Chordata, Subphylum Vertebrata


Class Osteichthyes



Order Perciformes




Family Syngathidae

Suggested Reading:

Allen, G. & D.R. Robertson. l994.  Fishes of the Tropical Eastern Pacific.  Crawford House Press 

and University of Hawai‘i. 

Allen, G. & R. Steene. l994.  Indo-Pacific Coral Reef Field Guide.  Tropical Reef Research.

Allen, G. & R, Swainston.  Reef Fishes of New Guinea - A Field Guide for Divers, Anglers, and Naturalists.  Christensen Research Institute Publication, Papua New Guinea.

Giwonjna, P. l990.  A Step-by-Step Book About Seahorses.  T.F.H. Publications, Inc., Neptune, NJ.

Giwojna, P. l996.  Seahorse nutrition. Part I: Live foods for adults.  Freshwater & Marine Aquarium, 

Vol. 19 (10): 40.

Giwojna, P. l996.  Seahorse nutrition. Part II: Frozen foods for adults.  Freshwater & Marine Aquarium, 

Vol. 19 (11): 72.

Gosliner, R., D. Behrens & G. Williams.  1994. Coral Reef Animals of the Indo-Pacific.  Sea Challengers, Monterey, CA. 

Hoover, J.P. l993.  Hawaii's Fishes: A Guide for Divers, Snorkelers, and Aquarists.  Mutual Publishing, 

Honolulu, HI. 

Humann, P. l994.  Reef Fish Identification-Florida, Caribbean, Bahamas, 2nd. Edition.  New World Publications.

Kuiter, R.H. l993.  Coastal Fishes of South-Eastern Australia.  University of Hawai‘i Press, 

Honolulu, HI.

Seahorse profile
pg. 3

Lieske, E. & R. Myers. 1999.  Coral Reef Fishes, Indo-Pacific & Caribbean.  Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ.

Michael, S. l998.  Reef Fishes, Vol. 1: A Guide to Their Identification, Behavior & Captive Care.  Microcosm, Ltd., Shelburne, VT.

Migdalski, E.C. & G.E. Fichter. 1976. The Fresh & Salt Water Fishes of the World.  Alfred A. Knopf, 

New York, NY.

Myers, R.F. l998.  Micronesian Reef Fishes, 2nd Edition.  Coral Graphics, Barrigada, Guam.

Niesen, T   l982.  Marine Biology Coloring Book.  HarperPerennial, New York, NY.

Paxton, J.R. & W.N. Eschmeyer (editors).  1994.  Encyclopedia of Fishes.  Academic Press, New York, NY.

Randall, J.E. l996.  Shore Fishes of Hawai‘i.  Natural World Press, Vida, OR.

Randall, J.E., G.R. Allen, R.C. Steene.  1990.  Fishes of the Great Barrier Reef and Coral Sea.  University of Hawai‘i Press, Honolulu, HI.

Schmidt, T. l995.  About seahorses.  Seascope, Vol. 12: 1-2.  Aquarium Systems, Inc., Mentor, OH.

Shute, J.R. & J. Tullock.  1993.  Breeding seahorses.  Tropical Fish Hobbyist, Dec. 1993: 56.

Tinker, S. l978.  Fishes of Hawai‘i.  Hawaiian Service, Inc., Honolulu, HI.

Vincent, A. l990.  Reproductive ecology of seahorses.  Ph.D. thesis, University of Cambridge, England.

Vincent, A. et. al. 1992. Pipefishes and seahorses: are they all sex role reversed?  Trends in Ecology and Evolution 7 (7): 237-241.

Vincent, A. 1994. The improbable seahorse.  National Geographic, October l994: 126-140.

Wheeler, A.  1975.  Fishes of the World.  MacMillan Publishing, New York, NY.

© Waikïkï Aquarium Education Department
12/98

SPOTTED SEAHORSE

Hippocampus kuda

[image: image1.png]



© Waikïkï Aquarium

Waikïkï Aquarium
Education Department

SPOTTED SEAHORSE

Hippocampus kuda

[image: image2.png]



�





© Waikïkï Aquarium








