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Abstract: There is much documentation about seahorses (Hippocampus spp.) being threatened
by habitat degradation and overfishing, but relatively few published studies mention their natural
predators. The present study documents three cases in which seahorses are being caught by octopuses.
In one case, the seahorse was partly consumed. These observations made at Bonaire (Caribbean
Netherlands) and New South Wales (Australia) suggest that predation on seahorses by octopuses
may be more widespread and common than previously thought.

Keywords: predator; prey; Hippocampus; Octopus; Bonaire; New South Wales

Several studies have been published about how seahorses (Hippocampus spp.) are
threatened by overfishing for the traditional medicine market [1–3] and the international
aquarium industry [4]. This has resulted in their protection under CITES (Convention for
the International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora), as of 2002 [5,6].
In comparison, much less is known about the natural enemies of seahorses and their
impact on Hippocampus populations. Examples of animals preying on adult seahorses
are crustaceans, fishes, sea turtles, water birds, dolphins, and cephalopods [7–12]. Large,
adult seahorses are expected to have few predators because of their camouflage and
protective armour, consisting of bony plates and spines [12,13], but those consuming
juvenile seahorses are probably more diverse, involving various piscivorous fish and
planktivorous organisms [12].

Seahorse predation by cephalopods is not well documented; for instance, it is not
mentioned in an overview of seahorse predators in a review by Foster and Vincent [13].
Octopuses as seahorse predators have so far only been reported from Portugal [7] and New
South Wales, Australia [8]. These cephalopods are well known to be voracious predators,
especially of molluscs and crustaceans [14,15], but also of slow-moving fishes such as
scorpionfish and lionfish, which use venom as a defence weapon [16–18]. Owing to their
upright position and use of camouflage, seahorses are also not expected to rely much on
swimming as a means to escape from predation. Considering that octopuses can even break
the shells of molluscs and the carapaces of crustaceans, it is not surprising that they are
able to consume seahorses, whose protection by bony plates may turn out to be ineffective.
In the present report, we present photographic evidence of attacks on seahorse species
by octopuses.

The first case concerns a longsnout seahorse (Hippocampus reidi) that was captured and
killed by an octopus at Bonaire (Southern Caribbean) on 11 December 2014 (Figure 1). This
predator used to be named Octopus vulgaris locally, but is presently known as O. insularis [19].
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This observation was made during a recreational late-afternoon dive at the airport fuel pier
of Bonaire (12◦08′03′′ N 68◦16′53′′ W), when visibility was poor due to wave action. The
seahorse, which had been observed at 7–8 m depth over a period of many months, was
spotted at the start of the dive but was no longer visible at the end of the dive, less than an
hour later. It was found back at 4 m depth in the tight grasp of the octopus, which resided
underneath a sea lettuce coral, Helioseris cucullata. The seahorse could not free itself from
the grip of its predator (Figure 1a,b) and appeared to be stunned or dead (Figure 1c). It was
never seen again during consecutive dives. Hippocampus reidi is a common and widespread
species in the West Atlantic and Caribbean Sea, which is considered to be Near-Threatened
(NT) by the IUCN Red List [4].
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Figure 1. A red longsnout seahorse (Hippocampus reidi) killed by a common octopus (Octopus vulgaris)
at Bonaire, Southern Caribbean. The octopus is partly hiding underneath a sunray lettuce coral,
Helioseris cucullata. (a,b) The seahorse in the grip of the octopus. (c) The seahorse is stunned or dead.
Photo credit: Ellen Muller.

The second case is an individual of Hippocampus whitei partly consumed by a Sydney
octopus (Octopus tetricus) at the Pipeline dive site [8] in Nelson Bay of Port Stephens
(New South Wales, Australia), 32◦43′04′′ S 152◦08′28′′ E, on 13 June 2009 (Figure 2). During
a routine dive for the scientific monitoring of the H. whitei population here [8], the octopus
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was found with the dead seahorse lying in front of its hiding place, a discarded glass jar
(video footage in Supplementary Materials). The tail part of the prey was visible at first
(Figure 2a) but disappeared later on (Figure 2b). It is unknown what happened to the head
after the dive was over. The seahorse was tagged in 2007 using elastomer (Figure 2) and
obviously had escaped predation for some time. It cannot entirely be ruled out that the
seahorse was not killed by the octopus and that the latter merely acted as a scavenger [20].
Hippocampus whitei is endemic to the east coast of Australia [21] and is considered to be
Endangered (EN) by the IUCN Red List [4].
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Figure 2. An individual of Hippocampus whitei bitten and partly consumed by a common Sydney
octopus (Octopus tetricus) at Port Stephens (NSW, Australia). The octopus is hiding inside a discarded
glass jar. (a) Separate head and tail parts of the seahorse in front of the jar. (b) The tail part has
disappeared. Green spots: elastomer tag dating from 2007. Photo credit: David Harasti.

The third example is from the same area and the same research project as the for-
mer. It is about an individual of H. whitei that was caught by a blue-lined octopus,
Hapalochlaena fasciata (Figure 3), also at the Pipeline dive site in 2007. The octopus reached
out and grabbed the seahorse with a tentacle around the seahorse’s neck region. As the
octopus started to pull the seahorse towards it, the author intervened and took the seahorse
away from the octopus.

Seahorses are probably a less common prey of octopuses than molluscs and crus-
taceans, which may explain why this has received little attention in the scientific literature.
Considering the eight arms, large eyes, complex brain, sharp beak, a tongue with teeth
(radula), and venomous bite of octopuses [18], seahorses are doubtless easy prey for them,
despite their camouflage and body armour. It is interesting, though, that the seahorses of
the first two examples (Figures 1 and 2) had been observed several months prior to their
capture, which implies that they had either been overlooked (due to their camouflage) or
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been ignored because they are among the least favourite prey of octopuses. Follow-up
research may require an experimental approach.
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Figure 3. An individual of Hippocampus whitei nearly caught by a blue-lined octopus (Hapalochlaena
fasciata) at Port Stephens, NSW, Australia. Both show camouflage. Photo credit: David Harasti.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/d14020125/s1. An individual of Hippocampus whitei caught by a
common Sydney octopus (Octopus tetricus) at the Pipeline dive site Port Stephens (NSW, Australia),
as in Figure 2.
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