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Nudibranch (pronounced ‘Nudi-Brank’), commonly known as sea slugs, are beautiful creatures. Nudibranchs are invertebrates and in the Gastropod class, Mollusca phylum. Over 3,000 known species exist worldwide. You can find nudibranchs along the ocean bottom and feeding among the rocks, sponges, coral reefs, and seaweed. Most species live in shallow waters and tide pools, but some are found as deep as 700 meters.

Anatomy

The word nudibranch means “naked gill.” Most species’ gills or lungs are displayed on the outside of their bodies. The four main types of nudibranchs are:

· Aeolid—Aeolids contain many tubular structures along their backs called cerata which have both respiratory and defense functions.
· Dorid—Dorids have a tussle of gills that look like tentacles located on their backs that are used for respiration.
· Arminacean—Arminaceans have a combination of cerata that appears as grooves or rows of lumps along the sides of their body.
· Dendronotid—Dendronotids have lumpy and leaf-like cerata.

All nudibranchs contain small antennae near the front of their bodies called rhinophores. The rhinophores detect smells that enable nudibranchs to locate food or predators.

Many sea slugs are brilliantly colored with beautiful and intricate patterns. These brilliant colors and patterns make them the popular focus of ocean photographers. Other nudibranchs blend into their background, which makes them difficult for predators to find. Nudibranchs have evolved an advanced system of defense since they have no protective shell like their close cousin the snail. The bright colors act as a warning to predators that the creature is distasteful. Some can even take the stinging cells or toxic chemicals from the animals they eat, store them in the tips of their cerata, and use them against fish or other predators that try to eat them.

All nudibranchs are carnivorous and most have a thin ribbon-like appendage called a radula. The radula contains rows of teeth used to grasp and break apart food. Generally, nudibranchs eat corals, sponges, sea anemones, and even jellyfish, although the choice of food is very specific to each species.

Life Cycle
Nudibranchs are selective about food but not reproduction! All nudibranchs contain both male and female reproductive organs, so finding a mate is quite easy. Eggs are laid in a single mass called an egg ribbon. Egg ribbons are usually spiraled and can contain anywhere from a few eggs to millions depending on the species. The gestation period for an egg is between 5 and 50 days, depending on the ocean temperature. Warmer waters result in shorter embryonic periods. Many eggs hatch into a larval form called a veliger that drifts in the ocean currents. After the larval form metamorphoses into the adult form, it settles to the ocean floor and begins the final stage of its life. Nudibranchs typically live from a few months to a year depending on the lifespan of their food source or if they are eaten by a predator.

Nudibranchs have become a much sought after and much loved critter by divers and underwater photographers. Their varied colors, shapes, and sizes make them a sight to see in the sea!

