






Figure 6. Underwater photographs of Hong Kong octocorals: a, Paraminabea rubeusa Benayahu & Fabricius, n. sp.,
with expanded autozooids; b, Scleronephthya gracillimum (Kükenthal, 1906); c, Dendronephthya sp.; d, Nephthyigorgia sp.
in part covered with sediment; e, Nephthyigorgia sp., closeup of branches; f, Cladiella digitulata (Klunzinger, 1887); g,
Sinularia brassica May, 1898, and Sansibia flava (May, 1898) (bluish turquoise polyps).



1), compared, for example, with 32 Sinularia
species in the South China Sea (Ofwegen
2002), 30 in Taiwan (Benayahu et al. 2004),
and 15 in Singapore (Y.B., unpubl. data).
The impoverished nature of the Hong Kong
zooxanthellate Alcyoniidae fauna is further
demonstrated by the low number of species
in the other recorded genera: Cladiella (two
species), Lobophytum (one), and Sarcophyton
(one), which typically contribute a much
higher number of species in Indo-Pacific
reefs (e.g., Ofwegen and Vennam 1994, Be-
nayahu 1997, 2002, Fabricius and Alderslade
2001, Benayahu et al. 2004). Notably, our
results are the first to report species of the
genera Sarcophyton and Sinularia for Hong
Kong (see also Benayahu and Ofwegen
2009). Recently, Lam and Morton (2008) re-
corded 20 octocoral species from submarine
caves there and listed a total number of 60
species already recorded from Hong Kong
waters. Regrettably, that study did not in-
clude species of the families Alcyoniidae,
Nephtheidae, and Xeniidae that had been re-
corded earlier for Hong Kong by Fabricius
and McCorry (2006). Obviously, none of the
species identified in the study reported here
(Table 1) appeared in Lam and Morton’s
(2008) list. The poor zooxanthellate octocoral
fauna of Hong Kong is further indicated by
the presence of Sansibia flava (May, 1898)
(Figure 6g) as the only species found there
of the family Xeniidae (Table 1), whereas
species of this family contribute substantially
to the octocoral diversity in both the East and
South China reef systems (e.g., Roxas 1933,
Benayahu et al. 2004). It is suggested that it
is the environmental conditions prevailing in
Hong Kong that have caused the paucity of
Xeniidae species there, which require high-
clarity water (see also Fabricius and McCorry
2006; Y.B., pers. obs.).

Some of the previous studies on Hong
Kong Octocorallia contain confusing mis-
takes. For example, Shen (1940) wrongly as-
signed Dendronephthya sp. and Nephthea sp.
from Hong Kong to the family Alcyoniidae
and also misspelled some of the taxa (i.e., Oc-
tocoralla, Alcyonidae, Nephthya). Later, Clark
(1997) listed Dendronephthya gigantea (Verrill,
1864) and Eleutherobia indica (Thomson &

Henderson, 1905) from Cape d’Aguilar Ma-
rine Reserve. Due to the lack of an appropri-
ate revision of the genus Dendronephthya, in
the study reported here we could not identify
colonies of that genus with species in our
collection or verify the appearance of D. gi-
gantea. Clark (1997) wrongly assigned D. gi-
gantea (Verrill) to the family Alcyoniidae and
listed E. indica (Thomson & Henderson,
1905), which is not a known taxon. It is possi-
ble that the latter species was Paraminabea
indica (Thomson & Henderson, 1905).

Fabricius and McCorry (2006) indicated
that the octocoral communities in Hong
Kong comprised 42 species in 23 genera.
Unfortunately Lobophytum depressum Tixier-
Durivault, 1996, and Sarcophyton tenuispicula-
tum Thomson & Dean, 1931, were wrongly
identified by Y.B., but their correct identifica-
tion is now presented in Table 1 (Lobophytum
mortoni Benayahu & Ofwegen, 2009, and
Sarcophyton tumulosum Benayahu & Ofwegen,
2009, respectively).

Li (1986) identified 10 species from Hong
Kong belonging to four genera of the fami-
lies Alcyoniidae [Cladiella humesi Verseveldt,
1974; C. madagascarensis (Tixier-Durivault,
1944); C. subtilis Tixier-Durivault, 1970; Lobo-
phytum denticulatum Tixier-Durivault, 1956;
L. depressum Tixier-Durivault, 1966; and L.
venustum Tixier-Durivault, 1957] and Neph-
theidae (Spongodes spinifera Holm, 1895; S.
studeri Ridley, 1884; Scleronephthya corymbosa
Verseveldt & Cohen, 1971; and S. pustulosa
Wright & Studer, 1889). We found none of
these species, and only S. pustulosa Wright &
Studer, 1889, was also found in the recent
survey by Lam and Morton (2008).

It is striking that all of the species obtained
in our study are either new species or new
zoogeographical records for Hong Kong
(Table 1). Species of the family Alcyoniidae
are undoubtedly the best-known reef-
dwelling octocorals and are broadly distrib-
uted throughout the Indo-Pacific region
(e.g., Fabricius and Alderslade 2001, Be-
nayahu 2002, Ofwegen 2002). Members of
this family are poorly represented in the
Hong Kong reefs, however, and the record
of surveys there (e.g., Li 1986, Lam and Mor-
ton 2008; this study) may suggest a decline in
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their richness over time and even the possible
extinction of certain species, as reflected in
the findings of Li (1986) compared with this
study. Seawater quality has severely deterio-
rated in Hong Kong in the last few decades
(Morton 1994), and its marine environment
has been chronically polluted by sewage,
land reclamation projects, industrial waste,
contaminated sludge, trace metals, pesticides,
and PCBs (McCorry and Cumming 1999,
Fabricius and McCorry 2006, and references
therein). The recent octocoral surveys there
(Fabricius and McCorry 2006; this study)
have indicated that Indo-Pacific typical
shallow-water zooxanthellate octocoral com-
munities are on the verge of disappearance
from the Hong Kong reefs. Certain resilient
species can nonetheless still cope with the en-
vironmental deterioration, and new ones are
even being discovered there (Lam and Mor-
ton 2008; this study). In light of this finding,
it is imperative to implement in Hong Kong
effective conservation policies that will pre-
serve the remaining octocoral fauna and pre-
vent the local extinction of species, some of
which may be endemic to the region.
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