
Protecting Wildlife for the Future

Lincolnshireôs Living Sea
A photo guide to the marine wildlife of Lincolnshire

Grey seal Peacock fanworm Common lobster
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Lincolnshireôs Marine Life

Years of exploitation have led to the perception of an empty 

and lifeless North Sea, but take the time to delve below the 

surface and youôll find an astonishing array of weird and 

wonderful creatures. 

The undersea landscape off Lincolnshire is characterised by 

vast sandy plains, stretching far out to sea. What often 

appears on first glance to be a barren, desert-like wasteland 

is in fact teeming with life dwelling within and upon the 

seabed. Moving inland, the Wash is home to extensive 

mollusc beds, which provide food for both people and 

wildlife.  

The following guide provides just a small glimpse of the 

marine wildlife and habitats that can be found below 

Lincolnshireôs waves.
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Sand and Gravel Plains

Subtidal sand and gravel is the most widespread undersea habitat found within the UK. While the sediments to 

the west of the UK are derived from shell material, here in the North Sea, sediments are primarily derived from 

rocky material. What on the surface appears to be a barren wasteland is in fact a unique habitat rich in highly 

specialised marine life.

These vast plains are the domain of the óinfaunaô. Infauna are categorised as the animals that live within the 

seafloor sediments as opposed to the water column. Worms, molluscs and crustaceans dominate here, whilst 

huge shoals of sandeels crowd the waters, diving headfirst into the sediment at the slightest hint of danger. 

Larger predatory fish, such as cod and thornback ray, scour these marine deserts, hoovering up food from just 

below the sea floor.   
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The Wash

The Wash is a large inlet of the North Sea, shared between Lincolnshire in the north and Norfolk in the south. 

The area is famous for its wildlife, both above and below the waves. It is an area of local economic importance, 

supporting fisheries for brown shrimp, cockle and mussel. 

Compared to the surrounding waters, the Wash is relatively sheltered, allowing shellfish to breed, and providing  

flatfish with a safe nursery ground for their young. These species, alongside the rich fauna of the intertidal mud 

and sand, help to support an estimated 400,000 wintering wildfowl and waders. Seventeen of these bird species 

occur in numbers of international importance. The presence of these has resulted in the Wash being designated 

as a Special Protection Area.

Below the waters surface are sloped sandbanks. Burrows within these sandbanks provide an unusual home for 

lobsters. Species such as peacock worms and sea firs thrive here and provide órich living reefsô. Dense beds of 

razor shells and brittlestars are also present.
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Lugworm
Arenicola marina

This burrowing worm occurs within mud 

and sand, where densities can often 

reach up to 150 per m2.

A mosaic of depressions and casts along 

a sandy shore is evidence that lugworms 

are feeding just below the surface. 

Lugworms draw in sediment (resulting in 

the production of depressions on the 

sediment surface), remove any organic 

material from the sediment and then 

expel the waste, which results in the 

production of a familiar cast.

Lugworm are used regularly as bait by 

anglers and are said to be a favoured 

bait for cod.   

Did you know?

It is estimated that lugworm can live for an astonishing 5-6 years.  
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Moon Jellyfish
Aurelia aurita

This common jellyfish can be seen throughout the summer in coastal waters, occasionally washing up 

on beaches after strong onshore winds. The most distinctive feature of this species are the presence 

of four horseshoe shapes visible through the transparent bell. These are in fact reproductive organs.  

Unlike other jellyfish, the tentacles are relatively short and do not possess a powerful sting.  

Did you know?

Jellyfish do not posses any of the following: brain, respiratory, excretory or circulatory systems
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Common Hermit Crab
Pagurus bernhardus

This familiar species is abundant on 

both rocky and sandy seabeds.

While the front half of the crab 

possesses a calcareous armour, the 

rear is soft and delicate, meaning it 

requires some level of protection. 

Hermit crabs as a result find a 

discarded, empty shell in which to live, 

hence their name. 

As the crab grows bigger it will have to 

replace the shell accordingly.

Did you know?

A hermit crab will sometimes take on a lodger. Parasitic anemones can often be found attached to the hermitôs shell, while 

worms may live on, or even inside the shell
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Masked Crab
Corystes cassivelaunus

This distinctive species can be found buried in 

sediment, from low water to depths of up to 

100m. It tunnels backwards using its legs, 

making a burrow in which to conceal itself.

Due to its burrowing nature this species is often 

overlooked, although their shells may wash 

ashore after rough weather. If found take some 

time to look at the crabs antennae, whilst buried 

these are brought together and act as a 

respiratory tube.

The length of the ówalking limbsô (frontal pair of 

legs) distinguishes males from females. The 

walking limbs of the male are twice the length of 

their shell, whilst those of the females are a lot 

shorter.   

Did you know?

If you look closely (and use a bit of imagination) the ridges on the shell resemble a human face, hence the name óMasked Crabô.
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Common Cockle
Cerastoderma edule

The Wash is home to extensive beds of common 

cockle, which form part of an important local 

fishery. 

Cockles live just below the surface of sandy and 

muddy sediments, rarely burrowing more than 

5cm in depth. Cockles inhabit the intertidal region, 

making them rich pickings for both fishermen and 

wildlife. They feed by filtering out organic material 

from the surrounding waters.

Both male and female cockles occur, although 

there is little difference between the two. Cockles 

spawn during the spring. Larvae are planktonic, 

living in the water column for only a few weeks 

before settling out on to the seabed to continue 

their development.

Did you know?

Cockles are at the mercy of the weather and whole beds can be washed away after storm events.
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