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Soft corals, or Octocorallia, is a class of corals (subphylum Anthozoa) where most species don't have an external hard skeleton, and therefore are flexible. They develop into a variety of shapes, classified in either plume, rod, whip or fan. We found that these branched corals sway slowly with the wave-generated current, and at the extent of each wave pass, they exhibit rapid vibrations. We confirmed the presence of this motion in 10 species of octocorals, near the Institute of Marine Sciences and Limnology of the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM), in Puerto Morelos, Mexico. Videos of corals were recorded in situ during SCUBA dives, where the oscillating flow velocities were visualized by seeding the water with chia seeds. We used AI-based tracking algorithms to extract branch movement and simple particle tracking velocimetry to measure the fluid motion based on the chia seeds. With this, we can characterize the relationship between coral flexibility, shape, motion and water flow. We discovered that the rapid vibrations were vortex induced vibrations (VIV). We found that these vibration frequencies were strongly correlated with branch diameter, but not length. We have also discovered that polyps have an impact on VIVs, as they dampened and sometimes suppress the vibrations when extended to feed. Soft corals are indeed passive filter feeders, so they must catch food particles using these polyps. This study is significant because it provides the first evidence of widespread VIVs in soft corals.
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