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Starfish Photo from the  
National Marine Sanctuary Program 
Channel Islands 
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More kinds of starfish inhabit the 
Northwest coast than any other 
part of the world. And the most 
abundant of these, conspicuous by 
its bright colors and great numbers 
at low tide, is the purple starfish - 
Pisaster ochraceous. Other color 
phases vary from brown and yellow 
through shades of orange and red. 
Tough spines, protecting the 
surfaces of many of the starfishes 
and their relatives, form a lacy 
network pattern on Pisaster. 
Among the spines, tiny pincerlike 
appendages - pedicellariae - keep 
the skin clean by grinding any 
small foreign particles to a size 
where water currents, aided by 
ciliary action, can carry the debris 
away. Barnacle and mussel larvae, 
for instance, are often looking for 

sites to settle in starfish territory, but these and various parasitic growths are never found on a healthy 
starfish. Since breathing is by gas exchange through very thin membranes, this device for skin cleaning is 
in motion all the time. Pisaster thrives in unpolluted, freely circulating water. 
 
 
 
 

 
On the underside of the starfish 
Pisaster, are thousands of little 
tube feet tipped with suction cups 
that characterize most 
echinoderms (including 
starfishes, sea cucumbers, sand 
dollars, and sea urchins). These 
tube feet, used for locomotion as 
well as for clinging to rocks and 
opening shellfish, are just 
multiple extensions of a hollow, 
water-filled canal system within 
the starfish's body. The feet 
extend and contract with internal 
muscular action that varies the 
water pressure within this 
hydraulic network. The starfish's 
mouth at the center of the rays 
opens into the stomach - an 
ingenious device that earns the 

starfish's reputation s a formidable predator on shellfish. Humping over a mussel or oyster and gripping 
with a steady pull, it pushes its stomach out through its mouth and into the soft tissue of its prey. The 
starfish stomach can push through a shell gap as small as 0.1 mm. Powerful digestive enzymes then act 
until it has absorbed its predigested meal. Taking almost any food, Pisaster is one of the most relentless 
scavengers of our rocky shores. 


