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Chapter XXV —Class Oligochaeta  

 
 (Aquatic Worms)- Phylum Annelida 

Oligochaetes are common in most freshwater habitats, but they are often ignored by freshwater 
biologists because they are thought to be extraordinarily difficult to identify. The extensive taxo-
nomic work done since 1960 by Brinkhurst and others, however, has enabled routine identifica-
tion of most of our freshwater oligochaetes from simple whole mounts. Some aquatic worms 
closely resemble terrestrial earthworms while others can be much narrower or thread-like. Many 
aquatic worms can tolerate low dissolved oxygen and may be found in large numbers in organi-
cally polluted habitats. Aquatic worms can be distinguished by: (Peckarsky et al., 1990) 

• Body colour may be red, tan, brown or black. 
• Cylindrical, thin (some are very thin), segmented body may be upto 5 inches. 
• May have short bristles or hairs (setae) that help with movement (usually not visible). 
• Moves by stretching and pulling its body along in a worm-like fashion. 

 
Four families in the orders Tubificida and Lumbriculida are common in freshwater in northeastern 
North America: the Tubificidae, Naididae, Lumbriculidae, and Enchytraeidae. In addition, fresh-
water biologists sometimes encounter lumbricine oligochaetes (order Lumbricina; the familiar 
earthworms), haplotaxid oligochaetes (order Haplotaxida; rare inhabitants of groundwater), 
Aeolosoma (class Aphanoneura; small worms once classified with the oligochaetes), and 
Manayunkia speciosa (class Polychaeta) in waters of northeastern North America. (Peckarsky et 
al., 1990). The two families, Naididae and Tubificidae form 80 to 100% of the annelid communi-
ties in the benthos of most streams and lakes at all trophic levels. They range in size from 0.1 cm 
in Naididae to 3 or 4 cm in relaxed length in Lumbricidae, the family that contains the earth-
worms. (Mackie, 1998). 
 

• The tubificids probably are the best known of the freshwater oligochaetes. They are most 
commonly found in soft sediments rich in organic matter, and several species character-
istically live in sites that receive organic pollution. Like all aquatic oligochaetes, tubificids 
respire cutaneously, but a unique feature of this family is that some species can tolerate 
anoxic conditions. Most tubificids are deposit feeders, subsisting on organic detritus and 
its associated microflora. A few of the tubificids of northeastern North America reproduce 
predominantly by fragmentation (e.g., Aulodrilus spp. and Tasserkidrilus harmani), but 
most are sexually reproducing hermaphrodites. 

• The Naididae is an ecologically diverse family of worms common in both running and 
standing waters. Many naidids are sediment dwellers, like the tubificids, but other species 
are characteristically found among aquatic plants. The family Naididae includes detri-
tivores (e.g., Specaria josinae), algivores (e.g., Amphichaeta americana), carnivores (e.g., 
Chaetogaster diaphanus), and even a parasite of snails (Chaetogaster limnaei). Sexual 
reproduction is rare in most species. Reproduction occurs predominantly by paratomy. 

• Only three species in the family Lumbriculidae occur in northeastern North America, and 
only two of them (Stylodrilus heringianus and Lumbriculus variegatus) are common and 
widespread. These large worms are found in standing and running waters, and are ecol-
ogically somewhat similar to tubificids. 

• Enchytraeids are common in marginal aquatic habitats-- marshes, small streams, springs, 
and interstitial waters along the margins of streams-- and they are found occasionally in 
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the sediments of lakes and rivers as well. Because of taxonomic difficulties, very little work 
has been done on the ecology of freshwater enchytraeids in North America. 
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