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OUTCOME  
Researcher Nancy K. Prentiss (University of Maine at Farmington) has established a polychaete (Phylum 
Annelida, Class Polychaeta) foundational taxonomic list for the United States Virgin Islands (USVI), 
creating for the first time, a database for future ecological marine studies and resource management in 
the USVI region. Polychaetes are segmented marine worms that generally live within ocean sediments in 
all oceans. 
IMPACT/BENEFITS 
Used as bio-indicators for predicting the ecological health of a habitat, the presence or absence of 
polychaetes can now be used to assess the recovery of a shoreline area following a natural catastrophe 
(e.g. hurricanes) to let us know if and when recovery of the ecosystem has been accomplished. The data 
generated from this project provides information that can be used to make decisions as natural resource 
managers identify critical biodiversity “hot spots” as they plan for a multi-user system that includes 
tourism, development, fisheries, etc. These data, generated from within the relatively pristine waters of 
the VI National Park on St. John, can serve as a standard against which biodiversity from other USVI and 
Caribbean regions can be compared. 
EXPLANATION 
A group of UVI students participated in a week-long workshop at the Virgin Islands Environmental 
Resource Station (VIERS), and helped to bring Prentiss’ total to now more than 150 different polychaete 
species. The workshop was funded by VI-EPSCoR through the National Science Foundation (NSF). 
During the polychaete workshop, Prentiss and polychaete worm expert, Leslie Harris of the Natural 
History Museum of Los Angeles County, taught students how to collect and identify polychaetes and held 
lectures on marine worm ecology. The majority of the worms is cryptic and minute (1-10 mm long). Many 
of the collected species cannot be identified using the published literature, and thus, may be new to 
science. It is expected that a significant number of the worms are new species. A species database is 
being prepared as species identifications are confirmed. Preliminary results from this study contribute to 
the overall understanding of marine benthic biodiversity within the Virgin Islands National Park.  
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A polychaete worm found in fine sand within the 
swash zone of Little Lameshur Beach, St. John, 
USVI, belongs the family Spionidae. 
 

UVI students, Shruti Arora and Kavita Balkaran, sift 
through fine sand in the swash zone of Little Lameshur 
bay, St. John, USVI, to find Spionid polychaete worms. 
 


