Butterflyfishes feed on externally brooded larvae of the blue
coral, Heliopora coerulea
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Aside from consumption of coral soft tissues, predation of propagules presents a signifi-
cant trophic link between corals and reef fishes (Pratchett et al. 2001). Corallivorous
butterflyfishes mainly prey on corals by biting soft tissues by means of their specialized
feeding apparatus (Motta 1988), though two Chaetodon spp. were observed to feed on the
eggs of soft corals in the plankton during mass spawning (Alino and Coll 1989).

During the annual brooding of the blue coral, Heliopora coerulea in April 2009 at areef in
the Malilnep channel near Bolinao, northwestern Philippines (16°2623.5” N; 119°56'43.1” E),
several butterflyfishes (Chaetodon melannotus, C. auriga, and C. vagabundus) were
observed to aggregate around three gravid colonies (5-10 m apart) among seven such col-
onies on a 50-m transect. The butterflyfishes were biting on parts of the colonies with larvae
being brooded at the surface (Fig. 1). We infer that these fishes were feeding on the brooded
larvae rather than coral tissues as they did not bite on the apical parts of the colonies without
larvae and did not aggregate around 33 non-gravid H. coerulea colonies on the transect.
Aggregations of up to ten individuals persisted for at least 30 min. This observation presents
anew perspective on how corallivorous butterflyfishes may interact with their coral prey and
is the first report of Chaetodon spp. feeding on brooded coral larvae (G.R. Allen, pers.
comm.). For the butterflyfishes, the consumption of high lipid content (41% dry wt., Harii
et al. 2007) blue coral larvae may provide a fitness advantage, similar to the enhanced larval
quality in damselfish that have consumed coral spawn (McCormick 2003). For the corals, this
observation highlights a potentially significant source of larval mortality and a disadvantage
of external benthic brooding.

Individuals of three other butterflyfish species (C. kleinii, C. lunula, and C. rafflesi)
also visited the gravid colonies with aggregations of feeding congeners, but were not
observed to feed.
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Fig. 1 Colony of Heliopora coerulea with externally
brooded larvae being preyed upon by Chaetodon
melannotus (a), together with C. auriga (b) and

C. vagabundus (c). Larvae appear as white patches on
colony surface
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