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Coral reefs are flourishing ecosystems in the midst of
nutrient-poor oceanic deserts. In the current issue, Cantrell
et al. provide an interesting twist on how corkscrew sea
anemones may obtain sufficient nitrogen levels in the oli-
gotrophic waters. The contribution of organisms’ nitroge-
nous waste products to the metabolism of corals and other
cnidarians has been explored at several scales. Meyer et al.
(1983) and Meyer and Schultz (1985) demonstrated that
schools of juvenile French and white grunts resting over
coral heads contributed significant amounts of nutrients to
the corals beneath them. On the other end of the spectrum,
a pair of anemonefish can supply 100 % of their host sea
anemone’s nitrogen uptake (Roopin and Chadwick 2009).
Cantrell et al. set out to determine the nitrogenous contribu-
tion of the spotted cleaner shrimp Periclimenes yucatanicus
and Pederson’s cleaner shrimp Ancylomenes pedersoni to
their host, the corkscrew sea anemone Bartholomea annu-
lata. The nitrogenous waste produced by the small shrimp
was insufficient to meet the daily demands of their host
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sea anemone. Cantrell et al., however, deduce that through
the shrimps’ role as cleaners, they attract coral reef fish to
the vicinity of the anemone, and these fish may contrib-
ute significant levels of nitrogen. Consequently, through a
complex mutualistic network, multiple organisms benefit.
This study highlights the importance of investigating eco-
logical relationships in the context of the habitat, the envi-
ronmental conditions, and the other organisms found in the
environment.
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