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Its time to talk about worms. 

We all have them, we all want them, and we know they are good for us but what do we really 

know about them and how they go about their business? 

We are of course talking about earthworms. 

Where do they fit in? 

Earthworms belong to the Phylum Annelida – segmented soft-bodied invertebrates without 

true legs – in the subclass Oligochaeta (oligo = few or sparse, chaeta = hairs or bristles).  

Worldwide there are around 6,000 species, in 20 families, while in Australia there are 

estimated to be around 1,000 native species and 80 introduced species. 

Where do they live? 

Unsurprisingly, most earthworms live in humid moist 

envorinments which, in Australia are concentrated 

around the eastern seaboard, the south east and the 

sourth west. Some live on the soil surface but the vast 

majority live in the top 10 cm of soil within the plant root 

zone. Others burrow deeply into the soil and are very 

important for deep cycling organic material. 

They are most abundant in clay and loamy soils 

particularly where those soils are undisturbed by 

cultivation. There are far fewer in sandy soils. 

Why are they pink? 

Most earthworms are some shade of pink maily because of the red haemoglobin in their 

blood. Earthworms respire (breathe) through their skin so the blood vessels are close to the 

skin surface to enable the transfer of oxygen and carbon dioxide between the worm and the 

air. Their moist skin also aids the transfer of the gasses. 

Native or introduced? 

While there are many more species of native than introduced earthworms in Australia, it is 

most likely in our largely modified environment that the worms you will see in Port Fairy are 

introduced. One pretty good way to check is to count the number of segments from the snout 

(front end) to the start of the clitellum (see next page). If the clitellum starts on segment 14, 

the worm will probably be a native species. You will definitely need your hand lens for this! 
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The important bits 

The main external features for identifying earthworms are shown below.  

There are a couple of things to know:  

• Only adult (breeding) earthworms have a clitellum. If it does not have a clitellum it is 

either a juvenile worm or it is not an earthworm. 

• The end with the shorter distance to the clitellum is the front. 

• The setae (bristles) are very small and are hard to see. They are easiest to see near 

the tail, but you will need a hand lens and even then they are hard to see. 

• The male pore, genital tumescences and tubercular pubertatis, which are all 

associated with reproduction, are fairly hard to see. 

• The location of the feature on the worm is an important diagnostic. Location is 

determined by the segment upon which the feature is found. Counting starts at the 

mouth (Prostomium).  

Reproduction 

Earthworms are in that happy place 

where they are simultaneously both 

male and female. That is, they have 

both sperm and eggs. Despite this, 

most species need to mate with another 

worm for reproduction. 

When two worms fancy each other and 

the environmental conditions are right 

(glass of wine, the glow of an open fire, 

a bit of Val Doonican on the 

gramophone) they may mate.  

Mating is accomplished by the two worms lying top to tail to allow a mutual transfer of eggs 

and sperm to separate sperm and egg receptor sacs on the other worm. Once the sperm 

and eggs have been transferred the worms decouple and go their separate ways.  

A mucous ring, produced by the clitellum, then moves forward towards the worm’s head 

picking up both the sperm and eggs from the sacs as it goes, which enables the sperm and 

eggs to unite and fertilisation occurs. 
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The mucous ring continues past the head, closes over and becomes a small lemon-shaped 

cocoon for the developing worm. The young worms will emerge from the cocoon in 

approximately 27 days. 

The parent worms are then both the proud mother and proud father of the emerging 

offspring. 

Earthworms usually have between four and 20 eggs and in the right conditions a worm 

population can double in about 60 days. 

Other interesting stuff about earthworms 

• The biggest earthworm in the world 

is the Giant Gippsland Earthworm 

Megascolides australis, cited in the 

Guinness Book of Records at 3 

metres.  

• Earthworms do not have lungs – 

they breathe through their skin. 

• Earthworms are attracted to one 

another by scent. 

• If an earthworm loses one end of its 

body, particularly the tail end, it may 

grow a replacement, however, if it is 

cut in half, it dies – they do not 

become two new worms.                            That’s not a worm…..this is a worm. 

• Fossilized worms, similar to earthworms, have been found in rocks laid down 600 

million years ago. 

• The most common earthworms you will find in your compost bin are Red Wrigglers or 

Tiger Worms Eisenia fetida and Redworms Lumbricus rubellus. Both are introduced 

species and can withstand a very high organic and heat environment  

 

Re Wriggler Redworm 

 

So, have you got worms? Lucky you if you have. 


