Eel
Appeal

Snakes in the sand

An introduction to Wakatobi’s slippery, slithering residents of the reefs

T

he reefs of Wakatobi are packed with unique and colorful
marine life, providing divers and snorkelers with endless
opportunities to hunt for that rare and special find. But even
if you fail to locate that one-of-a-kind rarity, there are always the eels.
Spend a few minutes wandering around most any dive site in the
area, and in fairly short order you are likely to see the distinctive
profile of an eel poking its snout out of a sheltering crevice or burrow.
It’s easy to take these sightings for granted, but as with most things
on the reef, the closer you look, and the more you understand the
subject, the more fascinating the encounter.

That’s a Moray
With more than 200 species of the Muraenidae family living in
tropical waters world wide, it’s no wonder that the eels divers are
most familiar with are the morays. The waters of Wakatobi are home
to more than two dozen varieties, and those most likely to be seen on
area dive sites include the giant moray, snowflake moray, white-eyed
moray, whitemouth moray, yellowmargin moray, fimbriated moray
and zebra moray. While some of these species maintain a relatively
bland brown or gray coloration, others sport stripes, spots, freckles
and other intricate color patterns.

Moray eels, such as this spotted variety, are solitary animals, relying
mostly on an excellent sense of smell to locate their meals. Photo by
Wakatobi Resort

Coloration aside, most all morays have common features that
include large heads with wide mouths and small eyes located well
forward. There’s no mistaking the razor-sharp teeth, as morays
typically keep their dentition on display. This showing of the teeth
isn’t a treat, but rather a necessity of their physiology. Morays lack the
bony gill covers that
other fish use to force
water over their
internal gill chambers.
Instead, these eels
must constantly open
and close their
mouths to force water
over their gills.
Morays are the only known animal to have
pharyngeal jaws, a second set, which are distinct
from their primary oral jaws, enabling them to
more efficiently grab and swallow prey. Photo by
Nigel Wade
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Take a closer
look—but keep your
fingers well away—

and you may notice a second set of teeth behind the first row. Morays
are the only known animal to have what are known as pharyngeal
jaws. When the eel latches on to a meal, these secondary jaws are
thrust forward to grab and drag prey down into the throat.
Moray eels have very poor eyesight, and rely mostly on an excellent
sense of smell to locate their meals. This is less of a disadvantage
than one might think, because morays hunt primarily at night. That’s
why you are more likely to see them out and slithering across the reef
during a night dive. To help with the slithering, these eels secrete
thick coats of mucous that help lubricate their skin and protect it
from abrasion as the animal moves through the crevices of the reef.
Because this slime layer doesn’t protect the eel from parasites, morays
are frequent customers for cleaner shrimp. If you happen across a
moray getting a grooming, it’s worth hanging around for a few
minutes to watch the tiny shrimp perform their services.

A blue-ribbon prize
Ribbon eel, leaf-nosed moray or bernis eel. It’s three names for the
same animal, and
this close relative of
the moray is a
prized find and
favorite subject for
underwater
photographers.
With it’s extended
flaring nostrils and
gaping spiked jaw,
Known as protandric hermaphrodites, ribbon eels
this eel conjures
begin life as males, then change sexes as they
grow. Photo by Wakatobi Resort
images of a mythical
dragon, and
provides an interesting profile for portraits. Most images of a ribbon
eel show an animal with a bright blue body and yellow jaws and
nostrils. This prompts many to call this species a blue ribbon eel. But
in fact, this vivid coloration is on display only during one of the eel’s
three lifecycle changes.
Ribbon eels are known as protandric hermaphrodites, meaning
they begin life as males, then change sexes as they grow. Juveniles
have black bodies with a yellow dorsal fin. As they mature and
become males, ribbon eels transition to the bright blue color that
photographers love. At this point, the eel is usually between 60 to 90
centimeters in length. As they grow beyond the meter mark, ribbon
eels transition into females with yellow bodies.
Juvenile ribbon eels
have black bodies
with a yellow dorsal
fin, and can
sometimes be found
slithering about the
reef on their own.
They’ll grow to an
overall length of
approx 1m (3.3 ft),
and have a life span
of up to twenty years.
Photo by Wakatobi
Resort
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Divers might not realize that there are quite a few members of the
snake eel family inhabiting the waters of Wakatobi. That’s because,
unlike their moray cousins, these bottom dwellers prefer to remain
hidden. Snake eels are burrowers, usually living on sand or mud
bottoms where they can lurk below the sea floor, with only their
nostrils and eyes exposed. Staying buried provides protection from
would-be predators and concealment to launch strike attacks on
passing prey such as crustaceans and small fish. Of the species that
perform sneak attacks, the most formidable in appearance is the
stargazer snake eel. Divers and snorkelers with a keen eye may spot
one of these eels buried in the sand flats of the House Reef, showing
little more than its beady eyes and jagged teeth.
The giant snake eel displays an equally threatening countenance,
while species such as the napoleon, tiger and harlequin snake eel are
more benign in appearance, and showcase brighter and more intricate
color patterns. The harlequin is sometimes known as the banded
snake eel, because it’s white and black striped body mimics the
patterns of a banded sea snake, giving the eel immunity from
predators who mistake it for the toxic reptile.
Snake eels are well-adapted to their subterranean lifestyle. They
lack protruding fins that would make burrowing more difficult, and
their elongated nostrils are positioned downward, allowing the eel to
bury itself completely, leaving just the tip of the nose exposed to
sense food or get a whiff of passing danger. These eels have evolved
rigid, pointed tails that work like a digging spade, allowing the
animal to burrow its way backwards into the sand. Snake eels will
occasionally emerge from their burrows to slither across the bottom,
propelling themselves with full-body wave-like undulations. If you
are lucky enough to happen across a snake eel on the move, follow at
a respectful distance and you may soon see it disappearing tail first as
it backs its way into the bottom.

Sneak up close enough and you might notice the garden eel’s large eyes
and small nostrils set close to their upper lips, which helps them lock on
to passing snacks. Photo by Wakatobi Resort

Garden varieties
These members of the conger eel family are true homebodies.
After spending their first weeks of life drifting with the currents,
young garden eels will soon settle on a patch of sand and dig an
underground shelter. Once ensconced, they rarely if ever leave their
burrows. From the shelter of their underground lairs, they will extend
about a third of their bodies upward into the water column, where
they spend their days daintily picking away at drifting morsels of
plankton carried by the currents. These eels typically live in colonies,
and when they are out and feeding en masse, their undulations can
resemble a meadow of tall grass blowing gently in the breeze.
If you manage a stealthy approach to a group of garden eels, and
don’t cause the entire colony to retreat into their burrows, you may
notice that these eels have big eyes set near the tip of their blunt
heads, and small nostrils set close to their upper lips. These features
hint at the eel’s sensory priorities, as they have a relatively poor sense
of smell, and excellent eyesight. Their keen vision not only helps
them lock on to passing morsels of food, it also allows them to spot
approaching threats in time to retreat into the safety of their borrows.
Garden eels never share a burrow, which can make it a bit tough
when it’s time to make some baby eels.
The solution for these solitary dwellers is to move their individual
burrows closer together during mating season. So if you happen
across a colony of garden eels on a Wakatobi reef that seems
unusually tight packed, it might be that time of year.
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