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Abstract

Data on Serpulidae collected in the Suez Canal were assembled and analyzed. Five serpulid taxa are reported from the 
canal for the first time bringing the number of serpulids to at least 16. The Systematic Section compiles revised literature 
records, confirmed synonymies of the taxa, redescriptions where necessary, photographic studies of taxa and remarks on 
the populations studied. The possible Indo-West-Pacific or Mediterranean origins of the taxa in the Suez Canal are con-
sidered and their chronological records and distributions tracked within the Red Sea, the Gulfs of Aqaba and Suez, the 
Suez Canal and the Levant Basin based on the compiled literature and our extensive databases. Two Lessepsian migrants, 
Hydroides heterocerus and H. homoceros, show evidence of morphological variability along their migration route; the 
last also provides an example of a founder effect. Problems of identifying Protula and Salmacina taxa are addressed, 
along with remarks on the “cosmopolitan” designations of some taxa. Various hypotheses concerning Lessepsian migra-
tion are discussed, and attributes making Lessepsian migrant serpulid tubeworms successful invasive species are evalu-
ated.

Key words: Suez Canal, Serpulidae, taphonomy, Lessepsian migrants, alien invasive species, “Yellow Fleet”, historical 
records, biogeography, morphological variability

ملخ��ص

Introduction

Completed in 1869, the Suez Canal is a man-made marine connection between the Red Sea and the eastern 
basin of the Mediterranean Sea (Fig. 1). It joins two biogeographical areas inhabited by characteristic and 
very different biotas, the Red Sea province of the tropical Indo-West-Pacific Region and the subtropical 
Levant Basin that is part of the warm-temperate Atlantic-Mediterranean Region (Thorson 1971, Briggs 1974, 
Por 1978). These Regions have been partially separated since the early Miocene (ca. 20 Ma) and have been 
completely separated since the Miocene (Serravallian, 13.5 Ma ago) (Harzhauser et al. 2007). Joining these 
seas opened a pathway for faunal interchange. 

The late Dr. Walter Steinitz (1882–1963), a physician and zoologist from Breslau, Germany, was among 
the first to call for monitoring of the impact of the Suez Canal on the Levant biota in “real” time; he was active 
in promoting that (e.g., Steinitz 1929) even before immigrating with his family to Palestine in 1933 (Bytinski-
Salz 1965, Clark & Aron 1972). This call for monitoring was later taken up by scientists from the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem. Some serpulid samples were collected along the Levant coast already in the early 
1930s (the university was founded in 1925). In 1967, collaboration between the Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C., and the Hebrew University of Jerusalem finally enabled launching the wide-ranging 
sampling project, “The Biota of the Red Sea and eastern Mediterranean” (1967–1972), to evaluate the extent 
of reciprocal penetration of migrants into the seas and the impact of these migrants on the indigenous biota. 
Wm. Aron and Heinz Steinitz, Walter Steinitz’s son, and, following the latter’s demise in April 1972, F.D. Por, 
were the co-principal investigators (Por et al. 1972).  


