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Abstract.

A common feeding association among reef fishes involves nuclear and follower species, where the former

disturbs the bottom, during which the latter opportunistically feeds on items exposed. Here, we report such interactions
between Western Australian common octopuses (Octopus (cf) tetricus) and brown-spotted wrasse (Notolabrus parilus)
observed on eight occasions while snorkeling at four temperate-water reefs along the coast of Perth in Western Australia.
We compare the interactions observed to other octopus-fish nuclear—follower associations known. In general, these
interactions usually benefit the follower species and could play a significant role on reef trophodynamics.
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Introduction

In marine systems, ‘nuclear—following’ behaviours are tempo-
rary feeding associations, where ‘followers’ associate with a
‘nuclear’ species to obtain feeding benefits (Strand 1988). In this
relationship, the follower gains foraging advantages from the
interaction, while the nuclear host neither benefits nor is
harmed. These interactions are particularly common among
species that cause bottom disturbances when foraging and others
that opportunistically feed on exposed and fleeing prey (Sazima
et al. 2007). A range of species groups, including echinoderms,
octopuses, larger fish and marine reptiles, act as nuclear species
(Strand 1988; Pereira et al. 2011). In contrast, the following
behaviour is mostly shown by smaller and mid-sized reef fishes.
A wide range of fishes from multiple taxonomic and trophic
groups are associated with nuclear species as followers (Auster
and Lindholm 2002). Those nuclear—follower behaviours where
the interaction period between the species is brief (<5 min) and
the associated species does not move away from their territories
are categorised as ‘ephemeral foraging associations’ (Pereira
et al. 2012).

Methods

Here, we report a series of opportunistic observations where
brown-spotted wrasse (Notolabrus parilus) closely followed
Western Australian common octopuses (Octopus (cf) tetricus)
in a seemingly ‘nuclear—following’ behaviour. The observations
were made between March 2020 and February 2021, while
recreationally snorkelling at Mettam’s Pool (-31.8682°,
115.7519°; at depths of 1-3 m) and MAAC reef (-31.839458°,
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115.748961°, at depths of 1-3 m) both within the Marmion
marine park, Cottesloe reef (—32.0091°, 115.7495°, at depths of
2-4 m) and Omeo boat wreck in Coogee (-32.1056°, 115.7614°;
depth of 1-2 m), all off the coast of Perth in Western Australia.
Snorkelling trips took place between 0600 hours and 1000 hours
on 49 days over the 11-month period.

Results

Octopuses were observed on at least 22 occasions at the four
locations over the 49 visits. On eight occasions (4 times at Met-
tam’s Pool, twice at Cottesloe reef and once each at Omeo and
MAAC), we observed adult (~20-30-cm body length) brown-
spotted wrasse accompanying Western Australian common
octopuses. The behaviours shown during each encounter were
similar; therefore, they are discussed in common here below.
On all occasions, it was a single wrasse following a single
octopus, although the particular species of wrasse is abundant at
all four locations. In five instances, the individual wrasses were
males (Fig. la—c), and in the other instances, they were females
(Fig. 1d—e). The octopuses had an estimated arm span of
60—80 cm. For the entire duration of observations (ranging
5-20 min), the wrasses always remained at <50-cm distance from
the octopuses, both while the octopuses were moving and
stationary. In two instances, where the octopuses moved into a
crevice (once each at Mettam’s and Omeo), the wrasses fol-
lowed them into the cave and remined inside the cave until the
octopuses exited (Fig. 1f). There were noticeable signs of the
wrasses feeding in the presence of the octopus; however, the
particular food items were not visible. In one instance at
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Fig. 1. Close associations between Notolabrus parilus and Octopus (cf) tetricus at (a, ¢) Mettam’s Pool, (b)
Cottesloe, (d, /) Omeo and (¢) MAAC reef. Position of the octopus marked in orange and that of the fish in green. All
photos by Ruchira Somaweera.

Mettam’s Pool, where the octopus was disturbed by our pres-
ence and fled to a new location ~10 m away, the wrasse closely
followed it for the entire distance (Fig. 1¢). When the octopuses
were stationary among the vegetation on the bottom, the wrasses
remained stationary with the octopuses, at times lying on the
lateral side of the body, which is a characteristic posture for this
fish species. The wrasses did not make any physical contact with
the octopuses, and there were no obvious signs to assume that
the octopuses were disturbed by the presence of the wrasses. No
other fish species were observed to follow the octopuses,
although multiple species of fish were foraging in the general
area. No aggressive behaviour by the wrasses towards other
species of fish was observed, nor did we observe the wrasses
following other common, bottom-feeding fish at the sites, such
as red-lipped morwongs (Goniistius rubrolabiatus).

Discussion

The locomotion and feeding behaviours of octopuses, including
crawling among the vegetation and inserting tentacles inside
crevices, expose hidden prey that are otherwise unavailable or
unreachable to their followers. Several species of fish, including

groupers (e.g. Cephalopholis, Mycteroperca and Epinephelus
spp.), snappers (e.g. Lutjanus sp.) and tropical-water wrasse
(e.g. Halichoeres sp.), have been reported to follow octopuses
and opportunistically feed on prey they flush-out during forag-
ing events (Mather 1992; Diamant and Shpigel 1985; Strand
1988; Forsythe and Hanlon 1997; Sazima et al. 2007, Pereira
et al. 2011; Sampaio et al. 2020). These hunting associations
sometimes involve multiple species of fish following a single
octopus at the same time. For example, in the Chagos archi-
pelago, day octopus (O. cyanea) formed feeding associations
with peacock groupers (Cephalopholis argus), brown-marbled
groupers (Epinephelus fuscoguttatus) and gold-saddle goat-
fishes (Parupeneus cyclostomus; Bayley and Rose 2020). In
Bermuda, juvenile common octopus (O. vulgaris) were often
approached or accompanied by slippery dicks (Halichoeres
bivittatus), dusky damselfish (Stegastes adustus) and hairy
blennies (Labrisomus nuchipinnis), while feeding (Mather
1992). Brown-spotted wrasse feeds on gastropods, amphipods,
isopods, prawns, crabs and echinoids (Bray 2020) that are
benthic in habit. Therefore, associating with a nuclear species
that drive benthic prey out of hiding places may provide
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effortless foraging benefits for the wrasse. However, no other
species were noticeably involved in the feeding association.

As a likely mechanism to be less conspicuous within the
following fish group, O. insularis has been shown to mimic the
colour and shape of accompanying coneys (Cephalopholis
fulva; Krajewski et al. 2009). We did not notice such obvious
mimicry in O. (cf) tetricus individuals we observed. Instead, the
octopuses observed herein and those without the follower
wrasses observed at the same locations, were more so camou-
flaged against the background colour (Fig. 1).

There is no visible benefit of this interaction to the octopus,
and it is likely to be commensalistic to the wrasse. However,
octopuses are occasionally known to follow fish such as
groupers and goatfishes that use referential gestures to signal
prey locations to octopuses (Vail et al. 2014) or scrub the sea
bottom and crevices, flushing prey out (Bayley and Rose
2020). Therefore, it is possible that some nuclear—follower
associations between fish and octopuses are mutualistically
beneficial.

Given the frequency of occurrence, these interactions are
likely to play a significant role on reef trophodynamics. Octopus
(cf) tetricus is the target of Australia’s most significant octopus
fishery (Hart et al. 2019); therefore, the impact of their harvest
on the trophic roles in reef systems warrants further studies.
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