
South-West Marine Ecosystems in 2020 
 

1 
 

South-West Marine Ecosystems  

(the state of south-west seas) 

Report for 2020 
 

 

 

 

 

High abundances. Exceptionally widespread bloom of 
coccolithophores in June and early July, which developed 
after a period of very warm, dry, settled, sunny weather. 25th 
June. 
 

  
Unusual finds. Salps washed-up in the Isles of Scilly on 13th 
September. Image: Andy Wrayford.  
 

 

 

 

 

Firsts. The amphipod Quadrimaera sp. recorded in Mount's 

Bay, Cornwall for the first time in Britain by David Fenwick. 

Image: David Fenwick. 

  

Look out for more? Otter at Plymouth Yacht Haven Quay (Plym 

Estuary) on 13th March. Image: Barry Rankine. 
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1. Objectives of the South-West Marine Ecosystems Conference 

The objectives of SWME were updated following delegate feedback from SWME 2017 conference and are as follows: 

  

1. Networking   Through the conferences, website and mailings, to provide a networking opportunity for a wide 

cross section of people to meet, exchange views and build networks for the south-ǿŜǎǘΩǎ marine ecosystems in order 

to:  

¶ Provide active support for existing networks enabling and building citizen science projects; 
¶ To encourage collaboration between users, researchers/scientists and managers'/policy makers; 
¶ Encourage links between researchers oƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ǎŜŀǎ όŜΦƎΦ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ 

Channel, Bristol Channel, Celtic Seas and the wider Atlantic Ocean).  

2. Annual Events & Recording   To use the annual conference to record observation on ecological and oceanographic 

events of the previous year that have affected the south west marine ecosystems and to make the linkages between 

environmental and biological phenomena. To publish these observations annually. To promote the recording of 

observations through the year and ongoing regional and national marine recording projects through the SWME 

website. 

  

3. Ecology of marine species   To promote research studies that focus on the ecology of marine species, planktonic, 

ōŜƴǘƘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ΨƳƻōƛƭŜΩ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ όŦƛǎƘΣ ōƛǊŘǎΣ ƳŀƳƳŀƭǎΣ ǘǳǊǘƭŜǎύ and the ecosystem that supports them.  To understand 

ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƳŀǊƛƴŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ǎŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

anthropogenic pressures. To enable stories to be told about the ecology of our common species, their distribution, 

movements and numbers, and importantly to highlight the gaps in our knowledge. 

  

4. Management of south west marine ecosystems     To encourage strong relationships between policy makers and 

scientists; to promote science and the evidence base that underpins management of human activities in the coastal 

ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƛƴŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǾƛŜǿ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƻŦ ǎƻǳǘƘ ǿŜǎǘΩǎ ƳŀǊƛƴŜ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΦ 

  

5. Marine Education and Outreach   To highlight marine education and outreach programmes in the south west. To 

support the development of new programmes that promote marine management and make use of marine science. 

To promote good practice in environmental education, interpretation, signage and outreach. 

 

ΧŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜr to celebrate being part of the South West Marine Ecosystem. 
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3. Objectives of the South-West Marine Ecosystems Reports 

 

Why produce the South-West Marine Ecosystems Annual Report? 

 

The overall purpose of the report supports the objectives of the conference* : collecting observations, supporting 

recording and science, helping to build networks and providing feedback to everyone involved in order to make a 

difference in protecting and managing our marine environment.  A detailed breakdown of reasons includes: 

 

1. 5ŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ e.g. the oceanographic and planktonic systems 
 

2. Marking major events and their effects e.g. the major winter storms of 2013-14. 
 

3. Highlighting significant ecological and population changes including: 

¶ Trends e.g. the increase in seabirds on islands after rat control and blooms of barrel jellyfish. 

¶ Good years & bad years ς relative status - trends       For species like jellyfish e.g. basking sharks, sunfish, 
bottlenose dolphins 

¶ Noting new records for the south-west 

¶ Recording recovery e.g. recruitment of spiny lobsters (crawfish) after an absence of c. 40 years. 
 

4. Highlighting Remarkable sightings   e.g.  Bowhead whale, Cornwall in 2016 or the Dalmatian pelican in 2019. 
 

5. Acting to focus interest   Publishing provides a focus for further research, year on year e.g. tuna, spiny 
lobster, bottlenose dolphins. 
 

6. Posing questions and exploring interactions ς making the links   between environmental, species, habitat 
and management changes 

 

7. Telling stories about what we know and providing access ς education & outreach 
 

8. Making a difference ς managing human activities e.g. wildlife entanglement, fisheries for crawfish or 
wrasse, the spatial allocation for developments or protected areas, acting on plastics. 

 

* The conference that would have been held in April 2021 to report on 2020 was converted (because of Covid-19 
restrictions) into a series of webinars during February and March hosted by the Marine Biological Association, Exeter 
University (Penrhyn campus) and the University of Plymouth. The webinars increased contacts by 500+. Those 
webinars can be accessed on https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCojA2OkFX0fM-oq7bVTofhQ 
 

The past SWME annual reports (for 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017 and 2018) illustrate these points and can be accessed 

from the SWME website http://swmecosystems.co.uk/annual-reports.  
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South-West Marine Ecosystems Report for 2019 

A collation of observations made through the year from monitoring studies, harvested from social media, 

publications etc. and recorded by the editors of sections. 

4. Introduction 
 
Editors: Keith Hiscock & Bob Earll 
 
Contact: khis@mba.ac.uk; bob.earll@coastms.co.uk 

 
This is the seventh in the series of annual reports on the observations of species, ecology and ecosystems for a 
specific year. Collating observation for 2020 has been a very different task to previous years without the benefit of 
the annual conference. We have relied on the records kept by editors of the different sections. We have also been 
able also been able to draw on the inputs of a wider range of speakers presenting at the webinars as well as 
harvested from postings on social media, published papers and news including in CMS Marine News.  
 
Section editors have also presented the webinars and invited additional speakers on specific topics relevant to 2020. 
 
The report can be cited (but depending on the house style of where it is being cited) as:    
 
Hiscock, K., & Earll, R. (eds) 2021. South-west Marine Ecosystems Report for 2020. Marine Biological Association of 

the UK, Plymouth. DOI: https://doi.org/10.17031/p2hc-rg17. 

We encourage you to cite the specific chapter/section and the editor of that section. 
 

Thanks to the section editors and all the people who have contributed their observations, views and images. 
 

The development of the SWME report  

It is great to see the editors of the chapters bringing in a wide range of people to help and support their preparation 
and the webinar programme. The chapters often reflect the contributions of hundreds of recorders across the south-
west many of whom have gone the extra mile to record and photograph and report their sightings. It goes to show 
how citizen science and professional science can work effectively together on many issues. Hopefully the SWME 
report will provide another source of feedback that encourages more people to take part in the overall effort. We 
now have a contact list for SWME of over 1250 people who will receive the links to this report. You can sign up on 
http://swmecosystems.co.uk/.  

The Covid-19 pandemic and how it affected SWME activities 

The Covid-19 Pandemic struck in March 2020 which meant that the SWME 2020 conference that would have taken 

place in April 2020 had to be cancelled. In the autumn of 2020 a SWME steering committee was formed to explore 

what options existed for conferences in 2021. It was decided to run a webinar programme in the early part of 2021 

with individual webinars covering all the main chapters of the SWME Report. The chapter editors took the lead in 

formulating the programme for each webinar and Exeter University, Plymouth University and the Marine Biological 

Association provided the technical support for this programme.  The report chapters webinars can be accessed on 

the SWME YouTube channel https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCojA2OkFX0fM-oq7bVTofhQ. This webinar 

programme proved to be very successful and audiences ranging from 100-300 attended the different webinars. We 

now have over 1250 contacts on the SWME mailing list and over 500 new contacts took part in the webinar process.   

The webinars enabled a wide variety of contributors (40+) to present and for there to be greater focus on the groups 

in question whether it was seals, fish or seabirds. 

 

https://doi.org/10.17031/p2hc-rg17
http://swmecosystems.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCojA2OkFX0fM-oq7bVTofhQ
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The Impact of Covid-19 on the coastal and marine environment 

The Covid-19 pandemic had a profound effect on many areas of life during 2020 including on how we work in the 

marine environment and the public are using it. The points below highlight a number of the main issues. 

Work and observation in the coastal and marine environment. During the initial phase of lock-down (March ς June) 

there was a mixed picture of impacts on the way the pandemic affected working and observing the marine 

environment. The one-a-day exercise rule enabled people lucky enough to live by the sea to visit and observe. 

Plymouth Marine Laboratory were able to continue survey cruises as normal (Tim Smyth writes) with special 

ministerial dispensation covering long-term scientific activities. Group diving was suspended until early June and 

organised Seasearch survey trips were cancelled. However, Charlotte Bolton writes, the Seasearch programme 

supported volunteer survey effort especially by encouraging participants to go to less-recorded places and/or use 

snorkelling to investigate the shallow intertidal where there is less data. Overall, Seasearch received almost 60% of 

the number of forms (compared to 2019) but the aggregated survey time (underwater) was only down by ca. 30% 

(again compared to 2019), possibly reflecting a longer time in the water when shallow. The impact of restriction on 

cetacean surveying was quit complex, Duncan Jones writes. Some people had more time to be out and about on the 

coast and some less. Boat surveying was certainly reduced as were casual sightings from experienced observers.  

Staycations and disturbance. At the start of lockdown there was much less recreational activity and doubtless less 

disturbance.  When lockdown was relaxed in the summer more people took their holidays in the south-west and 

there are reports of increased levels of disturbance for coastal species like birds and seals. With regards to 

cetaceans, Duncan Jones writes that there was a large increase in disturbance. Once restrictions began to lift there 

were lots of people out on the water in leisure craft, kayaks and paddleboards. Many people were holidaying in the 

UK, which meant increased numbers at the coast and boat tour companies increased their fleets and or hours on the 

water to accommodate demand. This led to an increase in boat activity and increased pressure on animals.  Similar 

comments apply to seals and Sue Sayer writes: from January to July, disturbance for seals was down across the 

board but August was the worst August on record. There were seals occupying sites where they had not been 

recorded - possibly recolonising? There were two new haul outs on the south coast ς we believe this was due to 

people NOT using the coast path above the haul outs.  

The importance of baseline recordings of impacts has come into its own in terms of measuring the impact of greater 

disturbance and the management measures that are needed to counter this.  

Understanding 'dispersal', 'migration' and 'connectivity' 

Mobile species, including planktonic larvae of otherwise sessile or sedentary species that 'move' may 'use' the water 

column to go considerable distances.  This can include recruitment of warmer water species such as the arrival of 

ringnecked blennies (Parablennius pilicornis) first reported in Britain in 2008 and previously thought to be restricted 

to the Mediterranean, the Atlantic coast of Africa and southern Spain. The work undertaken by Tom Vance on 

movement of sea bass demonstrates how fish species can go long distances (the Dart estuary to Milford Haven) and, 

for a pod of bottlenose dolphins (work by the South West Bottlenose Consortium with Shauna Corr) travelling 

between North Devon and Sussex. Seal photo identification work by the Cornwall Seal Group Research Trust 

continues to demonstrate how far our seals swim and how much they depend on joined up and protected coastal 

habitat.  The work being undertaken on tuna shows how a high mobile species can move between the south-west 

out into the mid-Atlantic and into the Mediterranean to breed. More understanding is needed of connectivity in 

seabed species and those (fish) species that are territorial ς perhaps they have much more localised populations and 

may need to be protected where they are.  

Making the links and interpreting change 

The SWME report is based on a very traditional model with difference chapters covering the major subjects. A next 

step is to make the links within reported events in a section and between sections. We know that many of the things 



South-West Marine Ecosystems in 2020 
 

7 
 

we are observing are very closely interlinked and this is illustrated by many points made in this and previous reports. 

For instance: 

¶ Weather and extreme events are one of the main drivers of what we see in variable abundances of species 
and unusual occurrences. For instance, strandings of oceanic species and seal mortality on the beaches 
linked to storms. 

¶ Storm activity in January and September brought substantial strandings of gelatinous or neustonic 
macroplankton, for example salps stranded on the Isles of Scilly in September. More common than salps 
ǿŜǊŜ ōƻǘƘ tƻǊǘǳƎǳŜǎŜ ƳŜƴ ƻΩǿŀǊ όPhysalia physalis) and by-the-wind sailors (Velella velella). 

¶ In July and August, plankton samples were black with the small pelagic mollusc Limacina retroversa. The 
previous large peak occurred in 2012. At the end of July/ beginning of August, the microscope analysis 
suggests there may have been an influx of oceanic water because of species present. Aglantha digitale, 
Liriope tetrophylla, Limacina retroversa and Subeucalanus sp. which are all open-water species. 

¶ Black-faced blennies were no longer seen at sites in the inner part of Plymouth Sound and the suggestion 
was made that variable/ringneck blennies (that use the same habitat) may have chased them away ς more 
observations needed! 

¶ Seal disturbance (from routine data), disturbance was down this year, perhaps as a result of the Covid-19 
pandemic, perhaps as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic. 
 

There is 'detective' work to be done. For instance:  

¶ The observation (by Lin Baldock) of the furthest east (recent) record of the warm-water seaweed Bifurcaria 

bifurcata ŀǘ {ǘ !ƭŘƘŜƭƳΩǎ IŜŀŘΣ 5ƻǊǎŜǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ result of recent seawater 

warming. However, to give context to the observation, Lin draws attention to the 19th century collections of 

this species from Durlston Bay near Swanage (about 7 km further east) made by Edward Morell Holmes in 

1898. 

¶ Cornwall Mammal Group have just completed an 18-ƳƻƴǘƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΥ άhǘǘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 

coastal and estuarine locations and this is a return to behaviour reported in many older records such as 

Carew in 1602 and Couch in 1838 when otters were considered a marine species that occasionally used 

rivers. 

¶ The peacock's tail alga Padina pavonica (which occurred much more widely in the 19th century than today) 

was abundant in several south coast locations in 2020. Was there a link to warmer weather?   

Perhaps you have a view on possible links between events and species abundances or between the relative 

abundance of different species that may be interacting. Let us know. 

Population trends ς up and down 

Year on year it now possible to see some major trends reported in the SWME annual reports in a variety of data on 

certain species: 

¶ In three cases, the blue fin tuna, St Piron's crab and crawfish, records confirm that they have gone from 
being absent or exceptionally rare (crawfish in certain areas) to consistently present in recent years.   

¶ The Pacific oyster (Magallana gigas) populations have significantly increased over the last few years 
including in some inlets in Cornwall ς here to stay. 

¶ Moulting aggregations of spider crabs Maja brachydactyla were recorded for the first time at Lundy in July 

and August at the Landing Bay. Are there more aggregations inshore around the south-west in recent years 

than, say, ten years ago? 

¶ The more frequent sightings of common octopus Octopus vulgaris in 2018 and 2019 did not persist into 
2020. Why do such episodic events occur?  

¶ Basking sharks, which had been a regular summer visitor until about 2012, continued to be rarely seen in 
2020. 
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¶ There were some jellyfish 'blooms' but the large Jellyfish Rhizostoma octopus was again only seen in small 
numbers in 2020 compared to the few years prior to 2019 when there were 'super-blooms'. 

¶ Phenology shifts appear to be taking place in the southwest grey seal population. Peak haul out season was 
earlier, moving from April in 2013/14 to March (for 5 years) to February (for 2 years) and even January and 
December (for 1 year each). Likewise, the pupping season, that used to peak in October, has moved to 
September for the last 2 years and is shorter and more compressed than it used to be. 

 
One worrying trend is highlighted in the report on plankton: 
 

¶ A long-term, summer decline in NE Atlantic phytoplankton of a size suitable for the biomass-dominant 
copepod zooplankton to eat, and a concomitant summer decline in copepods, has been established. Work is 
ongoing to understand the mechanisms for these worrying trends. 

 
It sometimes takes a couple of years (or so) for observers to realise that a usually regular (probably seasonal) event 
hasn't 'occurred' for some years ς let the relevant section editor know if you come to such a conclusion. 

'Stand-out' observations ς new novel and exceptional events 

The main plankton event of note was the exceptionally widespread bloom of coccolithophores in June and early July, 

which developed after a period of very warm, dry, settled, sunny weather.  

The very high abundance of Observations in 2020 mainly suggest 'steady-as-it-goes' with the unusual (in recent 

years) high numbers of spiny lobster recruits, re-occurrence of St Piron's crab, shoals of bluefin tuna, occasional 

common octopus and high abundances of cephalopods in general continuing. Equally important is to note continuing 

low numbers of grey trigger fish and apparent reduced extent and/or abundance of black-faced blennies and ring-

necked blennies. The new(ish) fishery for wrasse continued.  

'Normality' 

Whilst it is a common human trait to pick out new, novel or exceptional observations what the SWME report also 

ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ ȅŜŀǊ ƻƴ ȅŜŀǊ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ƎƛǾŜ ǳǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩΦ  ²Ŝ ǎŜŜƳ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜŘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘƛŎe change. 

¢ŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƪŜƭǇǎ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŀ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǎƘŀƭƭƻǿ ƳŀǊƛƴŜ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜƭȅ ǎŜŜƴ 

by diving biologists but what if climate change actually changes the balance of the population structure on our rocky 

sublittoral Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘǎ ŀǎ Ƙŀǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀ ƻǊ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΚ wŜŎƻǊŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ 

remarkably helpful.  

Managing human activities in the south west marine ecosystems 

The insights we are gaining are also important in the way we view, inform and manage our activities in the marine 

environment.  

¶ The bycatch of common dolphins and strandings because of the pelagic bass fishery continues to be a major 
concern.  

¶ The recovery of next seabirds on Lundy and the Scilly Isles continues apace. 

¶ The report on Highly Marine Protected Areas was published in 2020 but action to implement 
recommendations is stalled. 

 

We hope you enjoy reading this report. The past year has been a challenge but the SWME community has responded 

really well and spurred us to develop the SWME idea, not least in terms of the idea of a state of the seas report for 

the south-west. The widespread range of observations on the natural environment often prompt new research 

initiatives and management action, and the SWME report provides fills a real gap in providing an annual snapshot of 

the state of the south-ǿŜǎǘΩǎ ǎŜŀǎΦ ²Ŝ ǿƛƭƭ ƭƻƻƪ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ŦƻǊ {²a9 ƛƴ нлнмΦ 
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5. Oceanography background conditions ς Western Channel Observatory 

Tim Smyth  

Plymouth Marine Laboratory 

Contact: tjsm@pml.ac.uk 

Figure 6.1. Stations of the Western Channel Observatory.  

The Western Channel Observatory (WCO) is an oceanographic time-series and marine 

biodiversity reference site in the Western English Channel. In situ measurements are 

undertaken weekly at coastal station L4 and fortnightly at open shelf station E1 using 

the research vessels of the Plymouth Marine Laboratory and the Marine Biological 

Association. These measurements are complemented by PML's recognised excellence 

in ecosystem modelling and satellite remote sensing science. By integrating these 

different observational disciplines, we can begin to disentangle the complexity of the 

marine ecosystem.  The WCO measures several key parameters important to the 

functioning of the marine ecosystem such as light, temperature, salinity and nutrients. 

Station L4 has some of the longest time-series in the world for zooplankton and 

phytoplankton, and fish trawls have been made by the MBA for a century. Station E1 

has a hydrographic series dating from 1903. These long series are complemented by 

hourly measurements made at autonomous buoys situated at both stations. These can 

elucidate changes not captured by the routine weekly sampling. 

Overall conditions for the year ς 2020 

 

Figure 6.2. Conditions throughout the water column at station L4 during 2020 from individual profiles taken using a 
rosette sampler with multi-ǇŀǊŀƳŜǘŜǊ ά/¢5έΣ ŘŜǇƭƻȅŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ w± tƭȅƳƻǳǘƘ vǳŜǎǘΦ 
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Vertical profiles for multiple parameters are taken using the RV Plymouth Quest on a weekly basis at station L4 This 

is at fine enough resolution to observe the start of the thermal stratification of the water column in spring (April) and 

the breakdown in autumn (September).   

The year started with relatively warm conditions throughout the water column (well mixed) with temperatures 

around 11 °C.  This cooled to the minimum recorded temperature (for 2020) in early February of <9.5 °C.  

Stratification became established during April, with the maximum stratified state in July and August (surface around 

17.5 °C; depths below 20 m around 14 °C).  Spring 2020 was notable for being sunny and dry; early summer 2020 

particularly dull with lower than average air temperatures.  This was mirrored in the oceanographic conditions with a 

warm start to the stratified period, followed by a more 'mixed' picture.  A notable late summer heatwave in August 

pushed sea-surface water temperatures to just above 19 °C on the 17th.  Stratification was eroded after this point 

and finally became mixed in late September / early October (16 °C throughout the water column).    

Several surface freshening events (see salinity plot) were observed in 2020 as a decrease in salinity below the 

background value of 35.2 PSU.  These were particularly marked in January, February and October 2020 and 

associated with named storms Brendan (13 January), Ciara (8/9 February), Dennis (15 February) and Aiden (31 

October).  The freshening events are mainly driven by inputs from the Tamar Estuary as it responds to precipitation 

events within its catchment.  Any summer-time events are usually confined to the upper few metres (giving the 

appearance of a lens) whereas winter events can penetrate the top 20 m or so of the water column.  This is because 

of a combination of stratification and likely larger river flows in the winter months.   

 

Figure 6.3. E1 temperature time-series and anomaly analysis.  Solid lines show mean monthly temperatures, with dashed 
lines giving the standard deviation around the mean.  Asterisks represent individual observations (18) made by the RV 
Plymouth Quest. 
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Figure 6.3 shows the temperature time-series anomalies made at station E1, which is one of the longest 

hydrographic series in the world.   

At the surface, E1 started 2020 slightly above average and only reached a minimum temperature of just below 10 °C.  

The spring and early summer posted temperatures around the long-term mean (at the surface) but some heat during 

the late summer manifested as temperatures in excess of 19 °C during August.  At 50m, temperatures were above 

the series mean for the first half of the year; around average for the summer months until the breakdown in 

stratification vented warmer temperatures throughout the water column.  The autumn and early winter were 

slightly above the long-term mean.   

 

Figure 6.4. E1 salinity time-series and anomaly analysis.  Solid lines show mean salinity, with dashed lines giving the 
standard deviation around the mean.  Asterisks represent individual observations (18) made by the RV Plymouth Quest. 

Figure 6.4 shows the salinity time-series made using the CTD profiler at station E1.   

For almost the entire duration of 2020 the waters were below the long-term mean salinity throughout the water 

column apart from the early summer at the surface.   
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6. Plankton Observations 2020 

Editors: Angus Atkinson, Andrea McEvoy, Claire Widdicombe, Amanda Beesley, Keith Hiscock, Peter Miller and 

Daniel Clewley    

Contact: Angus Atkinson aat@pml.ac.uk 

This section comprises a summary of results from the weekly plankton monitoring at the Plymouth L4 site, 13 km 

SSW of Plymouth http://www.westernchannelobservatory.org.uk/, as well as other observations from across the 

West Country. It describes first the phytoplankton and then the zooplankton. 

The main plankton event of note was the exceptionally widespread bloom of coccolithophores in June and early July, 

which developed after a period of very warm, dry, settled, sunny weather. At the Plymouth L4 monitoring site 13 km 

SSW of Plymouth http://www.westernchannelobservatory.org.uk/, phytoplankton biomass was overall low overall, 

part of an ongoing, long-term declining trend which is particularly prevalent in the summer months. Among the 

ȊƻƻǇƭŀƴƪǘƻƴΣ ǎǘƻǊƳǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ŀ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ƛƴŦƭǳȄ ƻŦ tƻǊǘǳƎǳŜǎŜ Ƴŀƴ ƻΩǿar and by-

the-wind sailors which were washed up on beaches all along the West Country. However, despite low numbers of 

visitors to the beaches for part of the year due to covid-restrictions, there was no clear evidence that jellyfish 

numbers were exceptionally high, for instance as compared to 2015. Below we describe first the phytoplankton and 

then the zooplankton. 

Phytoplankton 

 

Figure 7.1. Long-term, weekly resolution monitoring at the Plymouth L4 station 

provides temporal context for the observations in 2020. This plot of 

coccolithophore biomass at 10 m depth is based on 1184 sampling timepoints 

(1992-2020). It shows the enormous year-to-year variability in the 

coccolithophore bloom. In most years they form a minor component of the 

plankton, but years such as 2011 and 2020 are an exception. Data courtesy of 

Claire Widdicombe. 

 

 

 

 

 

Phytoplankton in 2020: the longer-term context. The weekly plankton monitoring of L4, 13 km SSW of Plymouth 

(see Section 5) has been ongoing for 30 years, providing valuable longer-term context. Unlike much field work last 

year, this core sampling was given authorisation to continue throughout the lockdown, with adequate precautions 

put in place. The phytoplankton community in 2020 was notable for several reasons. The spring bloom started in late 

March, around the same time as the first lock-down, and was dominated by diatoms first and then Phaeocystis ς the 

reverse from 2019 ς but in terms of abundance and biomass the main peak occurred in summer. Again, this 

contrasts with the picture in 2019 when we saw the classic spring and autumn bloom scenario. The Emiliania 

huxleyi bloom (first sampled at E1 on 16th June and later at L4) was unprecedented in abundance (see Plate 7.1a and 

text box) and made the news around the south west. There then followed a bloom of Karenia mikimotoi which may 

or may not have led to the beach closing at Mothecombe and a slick observed around Plymouth Hoe. The autumn 

period was relatively quiet in terms of phytoplankton biomass. It was interesting to note that the new 

diatom Plagiolemma distortum (known as the 'Pringle' due to its shape) and the rarely seen Asteromphalus 

sarcophagus reappeared in the autumn and winter samples.  

mailto:aat@pml.ac.uk
http://www.westernchannelobservatory.org.uk/
http://www.westernchannelobservatory.org.uk/
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Figure 7.2. More detailed portrayal of the seasonal progression of the protists at L4, compared to the long-term mean. a 

Several taxa, for instance coccolithophores and the potentially-harmful dinoflagellate Karenia mikimotoi, were abundant 

during the warmer, stratified months (yellow bar). b In these stratified months, most of the dominant protist taxa were 

overall lower in biomass as compared to the long term mean. Data courtesy of Claire Widdicombe. 

Phytoplankton in 2020. Figure 7.2b shows that several of the biomass dominant taxa, such as nanoflagellates and 

diatoms, were rather lower in 2020 than the long-term mean during the warm, summer stratified period. Plotting 

total protist biomass at 10m depth at the L4 site shows 2020 as part of a longer term downwards trend (Figure 7.3). 

This decline at the base of the pelagic food web demands some research attention as to its causes, since it is 

manifested by cells that are of optimal size for zooplankton to eat and which are of high nutritional quality. Recent 

work by (Schmidt et al. 2020 Global Change Biology doi: 10.1111/gcb.15161) has examined this issue in more detail. 

They found a wider (NE Atlantic) scale, long-term, summer decline in the phytoplankton of a size suitable for the 

biomass-dominant copepod zooplankton to eat, and a concomitant summer decline in copepods. Work is ongoing to 

understand the mechanisms for these worrying trends. 

 

 

Figure 7.3. Time series of protists (here defined as all single celled organisms >4 m˃ 

captured in water bottle samples at 10 m depth). This plot is the 1992-2020 time series 

of total biomass, based on 250 taxa enumerated across 1184 sampling time points. Data 

points are annual means for each sampling year. The plot shows that 2020 forms part of 

an ongoing downward trend that is reflected in downwards trends in its key constituent 

taxa, namely nanoflagellates, dinoflagellates and diatoms. Data courtesy of Claire 

Widdicombe. 

 



South-West Marine Ecosystems in 2020 
 

14 
 

 

2020: year of the massive coccolithophore bloom 

2020 was not an exceptional year for plankton, in that their overall seasonal cycles of plankton varying within 

their natural (wide) ranges of variability. One exception, however was a group of calcite-forming small 

phytoplankton, the coccolithophores, which formed massive and extensive early summer blooms in the west 

Country. They disappeared as quickly as they arrived, in July. These mixotrophic cells are eaten by metazoan 

grazers, despite being often around the lower size limit for easy capture by copepods. However, like humans they 

ŀǊŜ ǎǳǎŎŜǇǘƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǾƛǊŀƭ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōƭƻƻƳǎΣ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŜŀƴΩǎ ŎŀǊōƻƴŀǘŜ ŎȅŎƭŜΣ ƛǎ ŀ 

major study area. The following Figures capture the dynamics of the 2020 bloom and its longer-term context. 

 

 

 

Plate 7.1A (left) Coccolithophore blooms were a major and unusual feature of the South West plankton during summer 
2020. These colour-enhanced satellite images from 23rd June 2020 show the extent of this massive bloom, mainly 
confined to the more stratified, well-lit waters offshore. Bloom-forming coccolithophores such as Emeliania huxleyi are 
comprised of beautifully ornamented calcareous plates (liths), which provide good reflectance for satellite imagery.  
B (right) Satellite imagery can provide excellent spatial resolution: here, on an enlarged inset are ships impacting on the 
micro-scale structure of the bloom. Copernicus Sentinel 2B satellite images courtesy of NEODAAS (Plymouth Marine 
Laboratory). 

2 June 

 

 

19-25 June 

 

 

9-11 July 

Plate 7.2. Colourςenhanced satellite images showing the rapid evolution and subsequent demise of the 
coccolithophore bloom, indicated by the bright white/pale turquoise colours. At its peak the bloom encroached 
inshore in several areas, for example around the Isles of Scilly (see Plate 7.3). This colour enhancement provides clues 
to the identity of the plankton, providing insights on the development of potentially harmful algal blooms. Images 
courtesy of NEODAAS (Plymouth Marine Laboratory). 

 

 Plate 7.3. The coccolithophore bloom provided some 
spectacular pale turquoise colouring to seascapes 
around the Isles of Scilly, captured in an informative 
blog: https://www.ios-wildlifetrust.org.uk/blog/into-
the-blue. Photo courtesy of Nikki Banfield: Isles of 
Scilly Wildlife Trust. 
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Plate 7.4. Patches of ?Noctiluca near Looe 

on 23rd July. Image: Austin d'Luke. 
 Plate 7.5. 'Sea sparkle' (?Noctiluca scintillans) in the Helford on 18th 

August. Image posted by Hugo Tagholm but source unknown. 

 

Several blooms have been recorded in 2020 along the SW coastline, noteworthy being ΨǎŜŀ ǎǇŀǊƪƭŜΩ - dense patches 

of the large dinoflagellate Noctiluca scintillans which can cause bioluminescence some quotes from records are 

below: 

¶ Noctiluca on surface at Hand Deeps on 19th July. Observation from Plymouth Sound Divers Facebook 

page.  

¶ Noctiluca patches out of Falmouth on 22nd July. Images from Mark Milburn.  

¶ Patches of what was almost certainly Noctiluca scintillans off south Cornwall including near Looe on 23rd 

July (Austin D'Luke).  

¶ Hugo Tagholm, Helford River on 18th August: ά¢ƘŜ ƻŎŜŀƴ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŜ ƻŦ ǎǘŀǊǎ ǘƻƴƛƎƘǘ - incredible 

ǎǿƛƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƛƻƭǳƳƛƴŜǎŎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IŜƭŦƻǊŘΦ 9ǾŜǊȅ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀƴ ŜȄǇƭƻǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǇŀǊƪǎ ϧ ƭƛƎƘǘέΦ 

 

There were also reports from Nigel Mortimer of a red tide event in Salcombe Harbour: ά¢ƘŜ ŎǳǊrent red-tide event 

first became evident on about the 15th July this year but has really bloomed over the last couple of weeks or so with 

the waters of Frogmore, Bowcombe and Kingsbridge Creeks being a very dark coffee colour as they weǊŜ ΨǇƛǎǘƻƴŜŘΩ 

up by ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ǘƛŘŜǎΧΧL ŘƛŘ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ bŜǿōǊƛŘƎŜ vǳŀȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ƭŀǎǘ ǿŜŜƪ ΧΧ I am reasonably 

confident that the bloom is (or was, these blooms can change) very dominated by the Prorocentrum micans species 

ƻŦ ŘƛƴƻŦƭŀƎŜƭƭŀǘŜΧΦέ 

 

Zooplankton 

Plate 7.6a.  A. an unusual appendicularian species in the 2020 catches at L4 was 

Fritillaria pellucida. Plate 7.6b. the more frequent genus at L4 is Oikopleura sp. 

Photos: Andrea McEvoy. 

While zooplankton sampling at L4 continued with collection of 82 samples in 

2020, their analysis has been slowed by COVID issues, so we will report 2020 

time-ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ƛƴ ƴŜȄǘ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ {²a9 ǊŜǇƻǊǘΦ hǳǊ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ [п ǎŀƳǇƭŜ 

analysis included and unusual species of appendicularian in May (Plate 7.6). 

This species is associated with influxes of oceanic warmer waters. 

Appendicularia secrete mucus houses to help filter out smaller particles than 

accessible to most other zooplankton, enabling them to grow extremely fast for an organism of their size. 



South-West Marine Ecosystems in 2020 
 

16 
 

July brought large numbers of another efficient filter feeder, Limacina retroversa in the live L4 samples. The samples 

were black with these small pelagic molluscs, with large numbers recorded from July to August. The previous large 

peak occurred in 2012. At the end of July/ beginning of August, the microscope analysis suggests there may have 

been an influx of oceanic water because of species present. Aglantha digitale, Liriope tetrophylla, Limacina 

retroversa and Subeucalanus sp. are all open-water species. Also on 3rd August there was a huge number of CV 

Calanus helgolandicus in the live sample.  

 

Figure 7.4. Regular observations of large plankton, poorly sampled by conventional methods, provide valuable 

information on year-to-year trends and seasonal occurrence. This plot is one example, showing a cluster of   observations 

of the Barrel jellyfish, Rhizostoma pulmo on Lundy, provided by the warden, Dean Jones. 

Observations of jellyfish, either stranded or in the water, were not prominent in records submitted in 2020, and this 

is unlikely to reflect solely the COVID restrictions since there was a general return to the beaches in the summer. 

However, Keith Hiscock rŜǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƳǎ ŀ ΨƎƻƻŘ ȅŜŀǊΩ for Aequorea spp. Of particular value are sustained 

observations, since they provide insights into timing, for example of barrel jellyfish (Figure 7.4).  

 

 

 

 
Plate 7.7. Salps, identified as Soestria zonaria, washed up on 

St Martins, Isles of Scilly, on 13 September 2020. Image: Andy 

Wrayford. 

 Plate 7.8. tƻǊǘǳƎǳŜǎŜ Ƴŀƴ ƻΩǿŀǊΣ Physalia physalis, 

washed up in Whitsand Bay, Cornwall. Image: Keith 

Hiscock 

 

Storm activity in January and September brought substantial strandings of gelatinous or neustonic macroplankton, 

for example salps stranded on the Isles of Scilly in September (Plate 7.7). More common than salps were both 

tƻǊǘǳƎǳŜǎŜ ƳŜƴ ƻΩǿŀǊ όPhysalia physalis: Plate 7.8) and By-the-wind sailors (Velella velella), both of which were 

reported as being washed up around the West Country, particularly after the storms early and late in the year. 

Chronological records received and collated by Richard White are copied verbatim below, but this picture of 
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seasonality must be tempered by the fact that beachcombing was curtailed during lockdown. For a picture of 

seasonality based on the Lundy observations by Dean Jones, Physalia physalis records were in January, October and 

November, while Velella vellela were in August only. 

12th January ς smallish Physalia being washed-up at Start Point and Prawle (Dave Bailey/ The Shores of South Devon)  

15th January - Loads of little Portuguese man o'war washed up on beaches around Start Point and Prawle. (Dave 

Bailey/The shores of South Devon)  

16th January - loads of Velella and a few Physalia washed-up at Cawsand by Storm Brendan. 

16th January - Wembury - Physalia c. 50 mm long.  

16th January - Kimmeridge ς by-the-wind sailors' skeletons a few very small Physalia, goose barnacles. 

16th January. Loads of by-the-wind sailors and a few Physalia washed into Cawsand Bay by Storm Brendan (Rame 

Peninsula Beach Care). 

9th February. Large numbers of Velella on the strandline in the Isles of Scilly ς result of Storm Chiara (Nikki Banfield) 

10th February - a few smallish (c. 50 mm long) Physalia at Wembury on 10 Feb. One of many postings along the south 

coast probably 12th January onwards. No 'new' ones on the tide at Wembury on 16th January. A few Velella mixed in. 

19th February. Julie Hatcher reports Velella skeletons, small Physalia and goose barnacles washed-up at Kimmeridge. 

 (Physalia and Velella being washed up as far east as Brighton in late February.) 

27th July ς Northcott Mouth near Bude ς Velella ashore (Graeme Crowder). 

Portugese man o' war on Perranporth beach (Cathy Turtle) 

Late October - more Physalia washed-up in North Cornwall. 

End of October - Physalia being washed-up in the Tamar entrance and on south Devon and Dorset beaches as far 

east as Chesil end of October. 

Portuguese man o' war (Physalia physalia) continued to wash-up in smallish numbers all along the SW coast and as 

far away as North Wales and Brighton. Low numbers of by-the-wind sailors Velella velella also being reported. (Keith 

Hiscock) 

2nd November - Velella velella on Tregantle Beach, SE Cornwall (Keith Hiscock) 

2nd November - hundreds of Portugese man o' war at Sennen (Lynne Colliver). 

22nd November - counted 54 of these [Physalia] amazing looking animals on a short beach walk today, along with by-

the-wind-sailors and various egg cases. (Charlotte Marshall). 

8th December - Tiny salps, sea gooseberry and Velella being washed-up in Sennen Cove. (Julie Hatcher). 
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7. The Seashore and Seabed 

Edited by Keith Hiscock  

Contact: khis@mba.ac.uk 

Overview 

The shores and seabed of south-west England are usually well-studied through the year and always turn-up notable 

occurrences of species (including, sometimes, new records for Britain), range extensions (whether of native or non-

native species), timings of reproductive events and sometimes high abundances through to absences of expected 

species etc. Overall, seashore and seabed marine life in 2020 was much as in 2019 although observations in 2020 

were curtailed by Covid-19 restrictions. The observations noted here are identified as unusual occurrences, 

abundances, trends and range extensions especially.  

Records of non-native species are included in that section below. 

Records of fish species associated with seabed habitats are included in the section on fish. 

Algae 

 

 

 
Plate 8.1. Padina pavonica at Corbyn Head. Image: 
Mike Puleston/The Shores of South Devon 

 Plate 8.2. Bifurcaria bifurcata at {ǘ !ƭŘƘŜƭƳΩǎ IŜŀŘΦ LƳŀƎŜΥ 
Lin Baldock 

 
07th July. May be more Padina pavonica about in 2020 (seems large decrease since Victorian times). Mike Puleston 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƴŜŀǊ /ƻǊōȅƴ IŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ YŜƛǘƘ IƛǎŎƻŎƪ ƘŀŘ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀǘ [ȅƳŜ wŜƎƛǎ ƛƴ WǳƴŜΦ ά±ŜǊȅ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜέ 

at Kimmeridge: monitoring plan for it there being developed (Julie Hatcher). 

2nd August. Bifurcaria bifurcata ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǘƛŘŀƭ ŦǊƛƴƎŜ ŀǘ {ǘ !ƭŘƘŜƭƳΩǎ IŜŀŘΣ 5ƻǊǎŜǘΦ {ƭƻǿƭȅ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ 5ƻǊǎŜǘ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ 

eastwards to catch up with the 19th century collections of this species from Durlston Bay near Swanage made by 

Edward Morell Holmes in 1898. Lin Baldock. 

Cnidaria (hydroids, anemones, corals but not including planktonic forms ς see 'Plankton') 

There has been discussion during late autumn amongst various diving photographers about much lower abundance 

of plumose anemones this year (may have been declining several years). KH points to significant decline on Scylla 

(although still there ς the anemones that is). May be a decline in anemones generally? 

Crustacea (Non-native crustacean species in 'Non-native species' section) 

Clibanarius erythropus, St Piran's hermit crab. Continues to be widely present in Cornwall after returning / being 

'rediscovered' there in 2016. Reported from Wembury on 6th and 7th April in 2019 (John Hepburn) and from Burgh 

Island in Bigbury Bay in 2020 (Steve Hawkins). 
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Crawfish (Palinurus elephas) 

Recovery of crawfish populations demonstrated using occupancy models.   Angus Jackson, Seasearch 

Occupancy modelling using Bayesian statistics is a relatively new technique that can be applied to the sorts of 
data collected by citizen scientists. These models estimate the proportion of grid cells occupied by a species 
for a given area. The method is used broadly for terrestrial and freshwater species (e.g. in the State of Nature 
report published every 3 years) but as yet, for very few marine species. The State of Nature report does not 
include population trends for any benthic marine species. 

After catastrophic declines in the 1970s, there has been a resurgence of crawfish in Cornwall and South Devon 
since 2014.  Using citizen science records from the Seasearch programme, the Sparta occupancy model 
(developed by the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology) was used to provide robust evidence about the extent of 
changes in occupancy by crawfish in south-west England. 

 

Figure 8.1. Estimated proportions of sites occupied by crawfish from 2000 to 2019 in Cornwall and South Devon. The 

points represent mean occurrence and the grey ribbon gives an indication of confidence in the estimate (wider 

ribbon infers less confidence). The presence of markers along the top of each grid shows whether or not records 

were present in each year, where the darkness of the mark is correlated with the number of records in that year.   

The number of records and occupancy of sites has increased rapidly since 2014, although these appear to 
have levelled off more recently in south Devon. On some reefs, up to 20 crawfish can be seen on a single dive 
(record by M Slater).  Populations of other large crustaceans like brown crab or lobster have generally 
remained steady over this time and have not shown similar increases. 

¶ Records of distribution of species collected by volunteers, when collected over large areas and long 
time-periods (e.g. Seasearch) can be used to provide really useful output such as trends for how the 
distribution of benthic species are changing. 

¶ Other datasets or information about population trends are often simply not available. 

¶ We are now very certain that crawfish have had a remarkable recovery in inshore waters in southwest 
England. 

¶ This recovery may be spreading further east, but data are not yet sufficient for the models to work. 

¶ NB ς Seasearch records are only for diveable depths. Trends may differ in deeper waters or where 
divers do not venture. 

¶ Occupancy models should be used to support future management, particularly where species are 
targeted by fisheries or conservation. 
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Plate 8.3. A young crawfish in the boiler of the Persier wreck in Bigbury 

Bay on 5th December. Boiler holes are about 50 mm across. Image: Peter 

Messenger. 

Geographical range eastwards of crawfish may be extending and now 

found west of Portland on Landrail wreck (Mike Markey) and Rick 

Ayrton reports 'loads of crawfish on the wreck if the Anworth west of 

Portland Bill'. Anecdotal reports of crawfish (most likely on deep 

wrecks) east of Portland: Mike Markey. 

Julie Hatcher reports individuals present in shallow water at Chesil 

Cove. 

Fisheries data to May 2020 indicates declining catches since 2016 in Devon (information from Devon & Severn IFCA) 

ōǳǘ ƳŀȅōŜ Ψ/ƻǾƛŘмф ŜŦŦŜŎǘΩ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ нлнлΦ 

Still mostly undersize (<110mm carapace length) individuals being caught. 

No berried crawfish caught on the Skerries Bank (monitoring location) in past two years 

Large catches of Langouste rose (Palinurus mauritanicus) in deep water south-western approaches and landed at 

Newlyn 24th August by 'Joy of Ladrum'. ('through the gaps' blog). Ben Rowse/Paul Semmens. 

The amphipod Quadrimaera sp. recorded in Mount's Bay, Cornwall for the first time in Britain by David Fenwick. See the cover 

picture. 

 

 

 

 
 
Plate 8.4. 26th January. Northern stone crabs, Lithodes 
maja, caught in deep water west of the Isles of Scilly ς 
why not? ς ƛǘΩǎ ŎƻƭŘ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ .Ŝƴ wƻǿǎŜ κ tŀǳƭ 
Semmens. Image: David Fenwick 
 

  
Plate 8.5. Increasing numbers of Montagu's (aka 'furrowed') 
crabs [Xantho hydrophilus] at Kimmeridge. Steve Trewhella 
reports: found a berried female a few years ago while 
diving in the bay and, since then, we have started to find 
them on the shore on big tides, although I've not seen them 
at other sites here yet. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bfa-P-xG8sA. Image: 
Wembury Marine Centre. 
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Plate 8.6. 20th August. David Fenwick writes (on 26th August): I've just had an 

amphipod of the genus Ptilohyale confirmed by Sabrina Lo Brutto. Given there is no 

Ptilohyale species in the UK that I am aware of I feel the likely the species is P. 

littoralis a non-native species. More specimens are needed for the record to be 

accepted. The specimen was found in a Laminaria hyperborea holdfast that 

washed-up during stormy weather at Long Rock, Penzance, Cornwall, UK. Nearest 

records (of P. littoralis) are from Brittany. Image: David Fenwick. 

 

 

 
 
Plate 8.7 and 8.8. Vast numbers of sea spiders (most likely a Nymphon sp.) in Portland harbour this winter, most were free 
swimming in mid water, but when the light trap (right-hand image) was left out for an hour, thousands arrived. Images: Steve 
Trewhella. 
    
    

 

 

 
  
Plate 8.9. The spiny spider crab aggregation 
photographed from the jetty at Lundy on 18th August. 
Image: Keith Hiscock. 

 

Plate 8.10. Cast-off shells at low water on the south 
side of the Landing Bay on 18th August. Image: Keith 
Hiscock. 

 
Moulting aggregations of spider crabs Maja brachydactyla were recorded for the first time at Lundy in July and 

August at the Landing Bay. Estimated over a thousand individuals below the jetty and the strandline covered in shells 

on 18th August (Keith Hiscock). However, further enquiries discovered a video by Mark Lavington of a large 

aggregation north of Gannets' Rock on the NE coast in 2017. The 2020 event included crabs ready to moult grouped 

into gullies and soft (recently moulted crabs) present intertidally. Are there more aggregations inshore in recent 

years than, say, ten years ago? 

Also known from Babbacombe, Churlston and North Cornwall, in south-west England. 
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Mollusca 

7th February ς wash-outs of necklace shell egg masses at Whitsand Bay (Lynne Bracegirdle). 

27th February. Two green ormer shells found on Portreath Beach (Frances Geall). Keep looking for live ones! 

Cephalopods (octopus and cuttlefish)  

 

 

 

 

 
Plate 8.11. Dead common 
octopus Octopus vulgaris at 
Wembury Point. Image: John 
Hepburn 
 

 Plate 8.12. Curled octopus Elodne 
cirrhosa near Falmouth. Image: Mike 
Etheridge 
 

 Plate 8.13. Cuttlefish Sepia officinalis at 
Babbacombe. Image: Keith Hiscock 
 

Many less (only two: John Hepburn & Tamsyn Mann/Emma Neilson) reports of common octopus compared to 2018 

and 2019. 

Reports of the northern or curled octopus continue to suggest more frequent occurrence all along the south coast in 

the past, say, three years. (Various reports and frequent images posted on Facebook). 

High abundance of cuttlefish off Babbacombe Beach ς most likely because of no/reduced potting for cuttlefish just 

offshore. (Terry Griffiths) 

Molluscs 

 

  

 

 

Plate 8.14 and 8.15. Celtic sea slug Onchidella celtica found for the first time on Lundy by Rosie Ellis (Assistant Warden). Nearest 

previous recorded location: Croyde. Images: Keith Hiscock. 
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Plate 8.16. Janolus hyalinus (a rare 
nudibranch) reported from North 
Cornwall in September. Caroline 
Cumming. 

 

 Plate 8.17. Pruvotfolia pselliotes (a 
nudibranch) in Poole Bay ς a huge 
range extension eastwards. Mike 
Markey. 

 

 Plate 8.18. A new species of 
nudibranch separated from Polycera 
quadrilineata: Polycera norvegica 
recorded by Mike Markey from off 
Hive Beach Burton Bradstock. See: 
Journal of the Marine Biological 
Association of the United Kingdom. 
DOI: 10.1017/s0025315420000612, 
pp. 1-20.  

 
 

 

Plate 8.19. Placida cremoniana (a saccoglossan) was found by Shannon Moran on 13th 

November 2020 at Silver Steps on Pendennis Point, Falmouth. The Sea Slug Forum notes: 

" Originally described from Naples, the Mediterranean species has been identified with 

this animal from the western Pacific. It is a strange distribution and the identity needs 

further investigation." Only about 3 mm long. Feeds on filamentous green algae. Image: 

Matt Slater 

 

 

 

Non-native species 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 8.20. Cordylophora 
caspia. Image: Keith 
Hiscock 

 Plate 8.21. Hydroides 
ezoensis. Image: John 
Bishop 

 Plate 8.22, Watersipora 
subatra. Image: Keith 
Hiscock 

 Plate 8.23. Antithamnionella 
spirographidis. Image: 
Christine Wood 

From John Bishop and Christine Wood (https://www.mba.ac.uk/fellows/bishop-group-associate-fellow): No newly 
established species recorded and little change in status of existing ones but survey work much reduced in 2020 and 
limited to areas in the Plymouth region. 
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Å The upper estuary/freshwater hydroid Cordylophora caspia recorded in the Plym estuary. Known in the 

Tamar, so not a big jump.   

Å The serpulid Hydroides ezoensis was found on the shore at Oreston. We have seen it sparingly on local boats, 

pontoons and potting gear for some years, this the first time on the shore. 

Å A couple of non-native species becoming increasingly frequent on local [Plymouth] shores, the bryozoans 

Watersipora subatra and the red alga Antithamnionella spirographidis. 

 

  

 
Plate 8.24. 22nd August Asian shore crab (Hemigrapsus 
sanguineus) at Osmington Weymouth ς Steve Trewhella. 
¦ƴǘƛƭ нлнл ǘƘƛǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y 
apart from two isolated individuals in 2014 from Wales 
and Kent ς Christine Wood. Image: Steve Trewhella. 

 

  
Plate 8.25. From Paula Ferris: North Devon shores have a 
high density of Caulacanthus okamurae (red pom-pom 
weed) and (from Christine Wood): high densities at Batten 
Bay in Plymouth Sound. Image: Keith Hiscock 

From Keith Hiscock: a much lower abundance of Sargassum muticum at Lundy and no Asparagopsis armata 

(harpoon weed stage) seen in rockpools at Lundy in August but more systematic observations needed. 

Plate 8.26. Grateloupia turuturu in the tidal channel at Shaldon Bridge, Teign 

Estuary. Image: Mike Puleston/The Shores of South Devon.  

Mike Puleston reports: I have been monitoring Devil's Tongue Weed 

(Grateloupia turuturu) at Shaldon since first finding it there in 2019. I 

recorded it twice in 2020 in (no earlier visits due to lockdown) 

September/November 2020. There was a high abundance under 

Shaldon bridge on mussel reefs and on the Newton Abbot upstream 

side of the bridge which I hadn't observed earlier. I think it is rapidly 

increasing in area and abundance at this site. 

 

Pacific oysters Magallana gigas 
 

 
Plate 8.27. 12th July ς one Pacific oyster at the end of the jetty on Lundy. [Subsequent 
searches in 2021 confirmed the presence of Pacific oysters ς this image on 12th April 2021 
from Rat Island of an individual that most likely settled there in 2020.] The nearest known 
Pacific oyster populations to Lundy are at Westward Ho! on the North Devon mainland. 
Image: Dean Jones 
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Assessment of extent and increase/decrease of Pacific oysters together with other non-native spp. is needed. Nigel 
Mortimer writes: "The local Estuaries Partnership role has been to engage local volunteers to help survey and map 
the population density of Pacific oysters along our shores and trial whether their culling could be an effective 
method of their managed control. The data from our many surveys have been analysed by Natural England staff and 
the project is presently being written up as a formal report to Defra proposing the continued support of local 
volunteers. Unfortunately, in places where the Pacific oyster numbers have formed physical reefs of the animals, 
their effective management will require other methods of their removal that are yet to be fully considered ς other 
such sites presently include manmade seawalls. As part of their report, Natural England are looking for a short 
written testimony explaining if and how Pacific oysters have negatively impacted yourselves, your business/es and 
the general public." 
 

Pacific Oyster studies in Cornwall and Devon in 2020   

The two year EU EMFF funded Pacific Oyster project led by NE and delivered by Cornwall Wildlife Trust and South 
Devon ANOB reached an end in summer 2020. 

Volunteer groups were trained to carry out surveys and control work.  
Total number of Surveys: 166 
Total number of oysters culled: 150,387 

Findings of the project are being published and are currently being peer reviewed. 

The overall finding is that the extent of Pacific oysters in the South-West is far larger than realized 

The report includes:  

¶ Detailed oyster density maps;  

¶ Recommendations on future action; 

¶ Improving market for feral pacific oysters; 

¶ Demonstration trial ς creating soil conditioner. 

Culling Pacific oysters that are growing on rocky shores has been proven to be effective in some areas. Control of 
oysters on softer shores is more difficult using volunteers but in these areas the eventual formation of reefs presents a 
ƭŀǊƎŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǘƛŘŀƭ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘΣ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ {!/Ωǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ at!Ωǎ 

To date Pacific oysters appear to be only colonizing the intertidal in Devon and Cornwall but there is concern that they 
(as has happened in other areas such as the Waddensea) may eventually colonise the subtidal.  

The project has investigated novel commercial uses for Pacific oysters- food use is one option but currently the demand 
is not high and there are few areas which have shellfish classification for Pacific oysters.  

There are many potential non-food uses, the protein can be heat treated and removed and the shells can be ground up 
and used for many things including aggregate, soil conditioner and lime alternative. 

Volunteer groups in Cornwall are continuing to carry out surveys and are culling within the Fal SAC and the Fowey 
estuary, particularly within key targeted areas. 

Pacific oyster in low densities have recently been found on the North Coast at Newquay Harbour and in North Devon 
(including Lundy) and Somerset. 
 
Matt Slater, Cornwall Wildlife Trust 
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Plate 8.28. Surveying Pacific oysters in Cornwall. Image provided by 
Matt Slater.  

  
Plate 8.29. Pacific oysters in the Fowey north of 
Boddinick. Image provided by Matt Slater.  

 
Strandings [not including free-living ocean drifters ('jellyfish' including Physalia physalia and Velella velella) but 

including stalked barnacles) 

Ψ¦ǎǳŀƭΩ ǎǘǊŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǎǘŀƭƪŜŘ ōŀǊƴŀŎƭŜǎ όŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ōǳƻȅ ōŀǊƴŀŎƭŜǎ 

reported at the end of August and on Lundy at the end of October). Some gooseneck barnacles with associated 

Columbus crabs. Some sea beans also found washed-ǳǇ ƛƴ /ƻǊƴǿŀƭƭΦ ! ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ǿƛƴǘŜǊΦ 

 

 

 

Plate 8.30. Log with gooseneck barnacles Lepas 

anatifera and Teredo navalis borings. Bovisand 

Beach, Plymouth Sound. 15th November. Image: 

Keith Hiscock 

 

 

 

 

Miscellaneous 

Ex-HMS Scylla 

Ex-HMS Scylla (sunk March 2004) continues to inform our understanding of settlement and succession showing 

sporadic change in colonising species. In 2020:  

Å Visual domination of the reef by feather stars (Antedon bifida) and dead mans' fingers (Alcyonium digitatum) 

continued to increase although Antedon was displaced by mussel settlement in places.  

Å Metridium senile was no longer abundant in previous locations; 

Å Dense settlement of mussels, Mytilus sp., up to about 8mm length in August to October and being eaten by 

starfish, Asterias rubens, on upward facing surfaces;  

Å Pentapora foliacea (previously common) not seen in June and October;  
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Å Pink sea fans (Eunicella verrucosa) now an established part of the reef community with similar densities and 

size of individuals to wrecks in the area. 

Å The reef holding-up well although the roof of the bridge has collapsed. 

Keith Hiscock 

 

Plate 8.31. Changes on ex-HMS Scylla. Images: Keith Hiscock 

Otters 

 

 

 

 

 
Plate 8.32. Otter at Plymouth Yacht 
Haven Quay (Plym Estuary) on 13th 
March. Image: Barry Rankine 

 Plate 8.33. Otter at Plymouth Yacht 
Haven Quay (Plym Estuary) on 13th 
March. Image: Barry Rankine 

 Plate 8.34. Otter at Plymouth Yacht 
Haven (Plym Estuary) on 2nd 
December. Image: Ben Morgan 

 

Otters were reported in marine habitats in the outer reaches of the Plym estuary and Cattewater (Plymouth) and 

since at least 4th April 2016 (Plymouth Yacht Haven Marina). In 2019: "I saw two in close company 'porpoising' across 

Hooe Lake early morning on 6th May" (John Bishop). In 2020, reported sightings on 13th March at Plymouth Yacht 

Haven (Barry Rankine); and 2nd December on pontoons at Plymouth Yacht Haven (Ben Morgan) in 2020. 

Cornwall Mammal Group have just completed an 18-ƳƻƴǘƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΥ άhǘǘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ 

and estuarine locations and this is a return to behaviour reported in many older records such as Carew in 1602 and 
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Couch in 1838 when otters were considered a marine species that ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǊƛǾŜǊǎΦέ 5ŀǾŜ DǊƻǾŜǎΣ /ƻǊƴǿŀƭƭ 

Mammal Group. [See: Groves, D. & Smith., R.J. (2021) The diet of Eurasian otters (Lutra lutra) around the coastal 

fringe of Cornwall. Mammal Communications 7: 11-16, London.] 

Additionally, in 2020, there were two records near Mousehole, one in June and one in November. In 2018 there was 

ŀ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƻǘǘŜǊ ǎǿƛƳƳƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǎŜŀǿŜŜŘ ƛƴ /ŀǊǊƛŎƪ wƻŀŘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ aƻǳƴǘΩǎ .ŀȅ 

appears to be a hotspot for them. Laura Fox, Cornwall Wildlife Trust & The Environmental Records Centre for 

Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly. 

Seasearch in 2020 

 The 2020 dataset overall comprised 67 surveys with 787 survey events, and contains 30,065 taxon records 
and 2248 biotope/habitat records.  

All of the data is made available on the National Biodiversity Network Atlas, where Seasearch is the second-
largest provider of marine data (after the Joint Nature Conservation Committee) with a total of 786,482 taxon 
records (not all to species level) and has now surpassed the original Marine Nature Conservation Review 
records that included early (mainly 1970s onwards) surveys and those undertaken by the MNCR and Natural 
England teams (1987-1998) (593,311 records). Charlotte Bolton. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Range extensions of species native to the North East Atlantic continue but for mixed reasons. The increased 

abundance (frequency of sightings) for common octopus seem to have died away ς rather like the outbursts in 1900 

and 1950 but not on the same scale. 

Å Records of range extensions, species new to Britain, ŜǇƛǎƻŘƛŎ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ΨǊŜŎƻǾŜǊȅΩΣ ΨŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜǎΩΣ ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ŜǘŎΦ 

give context when interpreting the results of monitoring or of όƻŦǘŜƴ ΨǇǊŜǎǎ-ǿƻǊǘƘȅΩύ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΦ  

Å But, there needs to be a way of preserving the sorts of observations in SW Marine Ecosystems reports so 

that those observations can be found and objective interpretation can be undertaken into the distant future. 

Å DASSH, the UK archive for marine species and habitat data based at the Marine Biological Association, is 

actively developing a mechanism to capture species observations and integrate them into marine 

biodiversity data infrastructure.  

Å We need to encourage organisations that fund that sort of work to fund it. 
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8. Fish and Reptiles 

Edited by Douglas Herdson 

Contact: douglas.herdson@btinternet.com 

Fish 

Overview 

2020 was a strange and frustrating year when due to Covid-19 restrictions most of us could not get down to the 

shore or out to sea or even down to the fish market for much of the year.  Diving and angling opportunities were 

limited, and, when possible, mostly local.  This is reflected by the scarcity of records of fish, which made it difficult to 

assess the true abundance of species. 

However, the South West has an amazing ichthyofauna; with the smallest and largest North East Atlantic fish, and 

some of the rarest.   

Basking shark and triggerfish reports were down, but sunfish were up.  Rare fish record included a sailfin roughshark, 

a sailfin dory, a record white sea bream, an imperial blackfish and the first confirmed record of an Atlantic croaker 

for Britain and Ireland.  

The numbers of seahorses in Studland Bay were the highest recorded, but fell away when lockdown restrictions 

were eased.  The increased abundance of bluefin tuna made it inevitable that some would find their way to strange 

places, but paddle-boarders in the Exe Estuary were amazed to encounter one. 

Agnaths: Lamprey 

 

 

 

Plate 8.1 and 8.2. A sea lamprey caught in the lower Tamar Estuary. Image: Lewis Hicks. 

In late January, a Whiting (Merlangius merlangus) was caught at Pottery Quay in the lower Tamar Estuary; with a 

small 20 cm Sea Lamprey (Petromyzon marinus) attached. 

In early November, a small sea lamprey (15 cm) fell from the hull of a yacht that was being craned out of the water in 

Saltash.  In December a whiting was caught near Saltash with two small lampreys attach to its belly. 

These lampreys breed around the tidal limit of the Tamar and Tiddy rivers, and after four years as a filter-feeding 

larval stage in the river, become parasitic, and head out to sea in the December-January period.  

Lƴ !ǇǊƛƭΣ ŀƴ ŀŘǳƭǘ όǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘŀƳŀƎŜŘ ƘŜŀŘύ ƻŦ ŀōƻǳǘ рр ŎƳ ǿŀǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ол ƳƛƭŜǎ ǎƻǳǘƘ ƻŦ [ŀƴŘΩǎ 9ƴŘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ 

fresh so presumably the head was damaged during the process of being caught ς either in net predation, or 

damaged by the net or machinery. 
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[Robert Hurrell; Dave Curno, Angie Gall, Simon Toms; David Stevens.]  

Elasmobranchs 

Thresher shark 

Plate 8.3. A small thresher shark breaching off the Ore Stone in Torbay on 9th June. Image: Rob 

Hughes / Devon Sea Safari 

In early June a small (2m) Thresher Shark (Alopias vulpinus) was photographed 

breaching in Torbay. 

On 21st July, one breached three times offshore from Jenny's Cove, Lundy. 

By August there were good numbers around the Isle of Wight (which appears to be a 

centre of abundance), including one caught and released of an estimated 100kg.  On 

the same day, another large one was hooked but escaped off Plymouth. More were 

seen off Plymouth a week later. In October a thresher thought to be over 280kg caught and released over St 

/ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜΩǎ 5ŜŜǇΣ ǎƻǳǘƘ ƻŦ LǎƭŜ ƻŦ ²ƛƎƘǘΦ ό¢Ƙƛǎ ŜȄŎŜŜŘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ¦Y ǊƻŘ-caught record of around 146 kg.  The 

largest was a female of 510 kg landed Newlyn in 2007) 

[Rob Hughes, Devon Sea Safari; Dean Jones and Zoë Barton; Crusader Charters; Simon Thomas; Angling News; 

Douglas Herdson]  

Basking Sharks 

Basking sharks (Cetorhinus maximus) are an endangered species and their numbers continue to decline from former 

maxima of over 400. In 2019 fewer than thirty were recorded in the south west, and in 2020 around twenty four.  

However, as with so many species it is impossible to distinguish between a decline in the population and decreases 

in observations. 

April was an outstanding month, the first being seen off the Lizard on 11th, the next day two were seen off the Isles 

of Scilly.  In all in April eighteen were recorded around Cornwall, including some large individuals; one being 

estimated at 8 to 9 metres. On 14th, surprisingly, two were seen in Torbay, one in Torquay Marina and the other in 

Brixham Harbour.  At the end of the month large basking shark circled near a boat in Plymouth Sound. 

From May to September a further seven basking sharks were seen around Cornwall, the last off Levant on 29th 

September. 

Plate 8.4. Juvenile basking shark washed-up at Porthoustock Beach. Image: 

Mark Milburn. 

On 26th November, a juvenile basking shark was found washed up on 

Porthoustock Beach, on the Lizard.  It showed probable marks of rope 

entanglement. One rope mark was quite deep around the tail fin.   

[Atlantic Adventures, Environment Record Centre for Cornwall and the 

Isles of Scilly (ERCCIS); Isles of Scilly Birds and Natural History Review 

(IOSBNHR); Mark Criddle/RNLI Torbay; Torquay Watersports; Barry 

Toms; Mark Milburn.] 

 

Porbeagle 

The first report of a porbeagle shark (Lamna nasus) for the year was on 23rd April, 12 miles off Cobo Bay in Guernsey; 

where a large mature female 2.4 m, circled fishing boat. 
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Numbers built up in July and between 23rd and 3rd August four were recorded off the Isles of Scilly.  In mid-August 

several were reported off Plymouth, including at least one pup.  Several juveniles were caught by boats out of Looe.  

[Lauren Eyles; IOSBNHR; Crusader Charters; Simon Thomas] 

Blue Sharks 

Blue Sharks (Prionace nasus) were noticeably fewer 2019, but appeared again in large numbers including a number 

of very young fish. 

An angling charter boat out of Penzance caught and released 1,400 blue sharks during its 2020 season.  Off 

Plymouth, another charter vessel had good catches, with a single angler catching 33 blue sharks (and a small 

porbeagle) in one day.   

They were first reported from the Isles of Scilly where nine were encountered between 13th July and 17th August.  

They were seen off Falmouth on 29th July and the Lizard on 4th August.   

By 10th August they were common off Plymouth with one being seen near the Eddystone Rocks. This continued for 

the next three weeks. 

Until recently the shark stocks around the south west were nearly all females, but notably this year and last there 

were numbers of large males and also young of the year pups. 

[IOSBNHR; Crusader Charters; Simon Thomas, David Morgan; Sound Diving; Keiren Faisey, Lo Kie Adventures; Rupert 

Kirkwood] 

Sailfin Roughshark 

A scallop dredger fishing off the Channel Islands towards the end of August brought up a Sailfin Roughshark 

(Oxynotus paradoxus).  This is a bottom living shark of the lower continental slope, normally living between 350 and 

600 metres, rarely being found as shallow as 90 m. 

[Chris Barrett; Marc Dando.] 

Other Sharks 

An unusual leucistic Tope (Galeorhinus galeus) was caught and released off the Isle of Wight. 

A study was published showing that small sharks do ingest plastic. Morgan, E. et al. (2021) Plastic Ingestion by the 

Small-spotted Catshark (Scyliorhinus canicula) from the South West Coast of the United Kingdom. Bulletin of 

Environmental Contamination and Toxicology 106:910ς915. 

Some of the strandings of small sharks, including small-spotted catsharks and Starry Smoothhounds (Mustelus 

asterias), may have been the result fishing or angling discards. 

A decomposing tiger shark (Galeocerdo cuvier) jaw was found in a Devon garden. Its origin is unknown, it looked 

fleshy, so the likelihood of it being a discarded souvenir is low. 

[Portsmouth News; Ellana Morgan; Marine Strandings Network, Cornwall Wildlife Trust; Jack Sewell.]  

Skates and Rays 

One angler celebrated New Year by casting a line baited with sandeel in the early hours off Chesil Beach.  His reward 

was a 3.4kg Blue Skate (Dipturus batis). Skates are rare in the south west but a handful of blue skates have been 

caught at Chesil. 
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Plate 8.5. A Shagreen ray stranded at Chesil Cove. Image: David 

Sellers 

The remains of a ray found stranded (by David Sellers on 7th 

December) at Chesil Cove, was identified as a Shagreen Ray 

(Leucoraja fullonica).  In the English Channel this tends to be 

a western species and is seldom noted in Dorset. 

An electric ray (Torpedo sp.) was seen in Bouley Bay, Jersey, 

in September. 

Also in September, a Common Stingray (Dasyatis pastinaca) 

was observed at Herm.  

 

[Hookpoint Fishing Magazine; Charlotte Bolton; David Sellars; Tom Andrews/Seasearch; Matt Gurney. Matt Gurney] 

Pelagic Species 

Large Pelagic Fish 

Atlantic Bluefin Tuna 

 

Plate 8.6. Dolphins, tuna and manx shearwaters, halfway to the Eddystone on 12th August. Image: Rupert Kirkwood 

Plate 8.7. Bluefin Tuna, late summer. Image: Rupert Kirkwood 

Atlantic Bluefin Tuna (Thunnus thynnus) were once again 

abundant off the Isles of Scilly, Cornwall and west Devon. 

Their occurrence start later than most years, but then went 

on until the end of the year.  

!ŦǘŜǊ ŀƴ ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜŘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ όLƻ{ύ ƻƴ мпth June, 

the numbers built up from 24th July onwards. 

Around Scilly there were a further 18 reports, mainly in 

August and September of ones and twos, but on one 

occasion exceeding 40.  The last tuna sighting of the year 

was of two or more off Peninnis Head, Isles of Scilly on 31st December. 

The CEFAS PELTIC sampling cruise in October observed a total of 118 bluefin tuna in 43 encounters on the survey 

transects. They were widespread around the Isles of Scilly and the northern side of the English Channel. Although 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/291415448158043/user/100002051322558/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZXuNLpRBj5y9UThzXuJWzhfON1kUaWtnTTqFgKcB0VEf3zPtNRseeI8PmPLyAPNrTB5rf8Fp3qlCeUJkAzMwLGlEGbsH1MbaR4SmhZuoXjpDDWyYLDxsX03U-tdjMP2Swp7s5_i1WOX7mHq5bJhajNXsahuZIim3niX-9zb9hbBaErYzBhRIZPBRtK-AX63i2AI18OC27nzdBfmcccO-mND&__tn__=-UC%2CP-R
https://www.facebook.com/groups/291415448158043/user/100002051322558/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZXuNLpRBj5y9UThzXuJWzhfON1kUaWtnTTqFgKcB0VEf3zPtNRseeI8PmPLyAPNrTB5rf8Fp3qlCeUJkAzMwLGlEGbsH1MbaR4SmhZuoXjpDDWyYLDxsX03U-tdjMP2Swp7s5_i1WOX7mHq5bJhajNXsahuZIim3niX-9zb9hbBaErYzBhRIZPBRtK-AX63i2AI18OC27nzdBfmcccO-mND&__tn__=-UC%2CP-R
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there were more sightings than 2019, the numbers were still well below those in 2017 and 2018. This year many of 

the encounters also appeared to be single animals and there were only one or two encounters with sizable feeding 

frenzies. 

The first Cornish sighting was one jumping in St Ives Bay on 25th June.  ERCCIS recorded 305 reports from Cornwall of 

up to 50 tuna between 24th July and 28th November. Notable observations include one taking a bass from a shore 

ŀƴƎƭŜǊΩǎ ƭƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ мпл ƪƎ ōǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ CŀƭƳƻǳǘƘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƎŀǊŦƛǎƘ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ƳƻǳǘƘΦ hƴŜ ǿŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ƻŦŦ 

Falmouth on 7th December. There were a good number on the north coast this year, often in shallow water and 

mainly feeding on pilchards.   

They appeared off Plymouth in the first week of August, and on 11th a kayaker found himself in the midst of a shoal 

of 50 to 100 tuna, between three and six miles offshore, out towards the Eddystone. From September through to 

November large groups were seen offshore of Wembury. 

Along the South Devon coast they were observed from 11th September until 3rd December, off Berry Head and other 

headlands, with three seen to breach in the vicinity of a Minke Whale in Bigbury Bay. A two metre bluefin tuna 

carcass was spotted floating off the Torbay coast. 

One of the most surprising sightings was of a large tuna swimming around paddle boarders in the shallow waters of 

the Exe Estuary above Exmouth. 

There were two sightings of large fish breaching off Lundy in late September and mid-October which were assumed 

to be bluefin tuna. 

There were two reports of large tuna inshore in Guernsey in August; in the harbour and in La Bette Bay.  While in 

September a large shoal was photographed further offshore. 

[IOSBNHR; CEFAS PELTIC 20; ERCCIS; Henry Gilbey; John Locker; Simon Thomas; Rupert Kirkwood; Rob 

Hughes/Devon Sea Safari; Peter Goodman; Mike Langman; Chris Marcol; David Smallshires; Debby Mason; Kurisu 

Oranda; Derek Johnson/Trihard; Dawlish Warren Recording Group; Dean Jones; Jeff Harris; Ryan Le Cheminant; John 

Ovenden; Mark Deeble, and many other observers.] 

Other tunas 

Plate 8.8. An Albacore Tuna (Thunnus alalunga) was found stranded alive 

but with an injured pectoral fin at Lundy Bay, North Cornwall on 8th August. 

Image: James Ashby 

In June and July small numbers of Atlantic bonito (Sarda sarda) were 

coming onto the Plymouth Fish Market fairly regularly.  Whist in 

October two bonitos were caught in Lyme Bay. 

[James Ashby: Douglas Herdson; CEFAS PELTIC 20] 

 

 

Billfish 

On 14th August a birdwatcher at Portgwarra reported a Sailfish off the Runnelstone.  The following day an 

experienced angler had a good view of a billfish of over 3 metres swim close to the rocks where he was fishing.  He 

initially thought it might be a swordfish, but it was reported as a sailfish. 

However, as there has only ever been one confirmed record of a Atlantic Sailfish (Isthiophorus albicans) (the Yealm 

in 1928), it seems more likely that this fish was in fact a Swordfish (Xiphias gladius). 

There was a further report of a sailfish seen off Porthchapel, by a birdwatcher on 29th September. 
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[M Elliot; R. Archer and Peter Maddern.] 

Small Pelagic Fish 

 

 

 
Plate 8.9. Massive shoal of 'whitebait'at Babbacombe on 
2nd July. Image: Charlotte Bolton. 

 

 Plate 8.10. Every gully stacked full of great balls of bait 
between Penlee Point and Rame Head.on 21st  July. Image:  
Dave Peake 

 Ψ²ƘƛǘŜōŀƛǘΩ 

At the beginning of July a massive shoal of small fish was seen just below the surface at Babbacombe, Torbay.  The 

fish generally could not be identified, but one was a young Herring (Clupea harengus). 

[ŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴǘƘ ŜǾŜǊȅ Ǝǳƭƭȅ ǿŀǎ ǎǘŀŎƪŜŘ Ŧǳƭƭ ƻŦ ϥ DǊŜŀǘ ōŀƭƭǎ ƻŦ ōŀƛǘΩ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŀǊŜŀ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ tŜƴƭŜŜ tƻƛƴǘ ŀƴŘ wŀƳŜ 

Head, SE Cornwall. 

[Charlotte Bolton; David John Peake] 

CEFAS Peltic 2020  

The ninth autumn PELTIC survey studying the pelagic ecosystem of the western English Channel and Celtic Sea took 

place in October. 

Sprat (Sprattus sprattus) dominated in the usual two main areas of Lyme Bay and the Bristol Channel. This year sprat 

was found further west in the Bristol Channel and more inshore along the north Cornish Coast. Like previous surveys, 

Bristol Channel Sprat were smaller (mean of 7.5-8 cm) than those in Lyme Bay (10.5-11cm). 

Sardines (Sardina pilchardus) were again the most abundant small pelagic fish species in the PELTIC survey with a 

total biomass slightly down from 2019 but the second highest in the time series.  Although widely distributed, the 

core of the sardine distribution was located further west than in previous years with the highest densities found 

southwest of the Cornish Peninsula.  Sardine here comprised of fish from across the length spectrum, from 8-8.5 cm 

modal length up to fish larger than 23 cm.  Most sardine were between 0 and 2 years old with decreasing numbers 

at older ages to a maximum of 7 years old. 

The anchovy (Engraulis encrasicolus) biomass in PELTIC doubled from last year for the total area.  Although 

widespread, anchovy hotspots were in Lyme Bay, off the Eddystone Bay and in the Bristol Channel.  Their size 

showed a peak at 10 cm modal length and smaller numbers of larger fish at 15.5 cm. These one-year-old fish with 

modal length of 15 cm were found to be most widespread in the survey area with higher numbers near the Isles of 

Scilly and the western English Channel.  The largest anchovy specimens were found off the southwest coast of 

Cornwall. 

Horse mackerel (Trachurus trachurus) was widespread, although typically in deeper waters of the survey area. The 

total biomass was mainly made up of juvenile fish with modal length of 8-9 cm (age 0). Larger fish with mean modal 

length of 24 cm were caught in the Bristol Channel and had an age range of 2 to 5 years old. 
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Small numbers of Herring (Clupea harengus) were found and mainly in Lyme Bay and the inner Bristol Channel, all of 

which were juvenile with a mean modal length of 13.5 cm 

Boarfish (Capros aper) were found off the Isles of Scilly. This area appears to be at the eastern-most range of this 

species, which is typically associated with deeper waters of the Northeastern Atlantic Ocean. Boarfish quantities 

observed during PELTIC fluctuate annually; this year, the species was more abundant than the survey average and 

included larger specimens (17 cm). As was the case in the last few years, juvenile boarfish (modal length of 3 cm) 

were also regularly observed in the trawl catches offshore in the English Channel. 

 

 

Figure 6.1. Overview map of the PELTIC20 survey area. Acoustic transects (black lines) and trawl stations (pies) with relative 

catch composition by key species. PIL = sardine; ANE = anchovy; SPR = sprat; HER = herring; MAC = Mackerel; HOM = horse 

mackerel; BOF = boarfish; BON = Atlantic bonito. 

 [Jeroen van der Kooij/CEFAS] 


