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FLUCTUATIONS IN POPULATIONS OF LITTORAL
MARINE INVERTEBRATES

By

WESLEY R. COE

Scripps Institution of Oceanography
Unaversity of California
La Jolla, California

ABSTRACT

Fluctuations in populations of various species of marine invertebrates, several of
them over many years, are recorded. Some of the data are quantitative, but most
of them are merely estimates of relative abundance at the same season in successive
years. Records of local fluctuations in populations of the Pismo clam extend over 25
years, those of dinoflagellates 20 years, and of Donazx 58 years; records of the set of
young oysters cover 70 years and those of the local production of oysters 100 years.
These data offer no satisfactory evidence of persistent rhythmical periodicity in any
of the species. Changes that have occurred in local populations of littoral inverte-
brates due to constantly changing environmental conditions and to the introduction
of foreign species during the past half-century are recorded. Some of these changes
have been catastrophic.

INTRODUCTION

The term annual fluctuation is used in this report to designate
variations in the relative number of individuals of a particular species
in the same locality in successive years. The estimated amount
of fluctuation is based on samples which have been taken at the same
season each year in order to avoid the complication of seasonal varia-
tions, which are often of considerable magnitude. The number of
individuals usually have been largest shortly after periods of reproduc-
tion. Fluctuations have varied simultaneously in different parts
of the range of a species, since they are largely dependent on local
environmental conditions, including diseases.

The writer has recorded many observations of changes which have
taken place in populations of various species of littoral invertebrates
during the past half-century along the coasts of southern New England
and southern California. Most of these changes have been minor
fluctuations in numbers while others have been catastrophic, with
the total elimination over considerable areas of all members of sus-
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