
Northumberlandôs Living Sea
A photo guide to the marine wildlife of Northumberland
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Protecting Wildlife for the Future
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Northumberland's 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.  

Hidden below the surface of Northumberlandôs waters are dense forests of kelp, huge rocky reefs, vast 

sandy plains and submerged sea caves, all of which support a diverse range of species. The following 

guide provides just a small glimpse of the marine life and habitats that can be found below our waves. 



Rocky Reef 

Rocky reefs are a key feature of Northumberlandôs marine environment, 

forming an important part of the underwater  seascape. Crabs inhabit 

cracks and crevices whilst anemones, algae and sea firs anchor 

themselves to the surface of rocks. Northumberlandôs rock reefs are as 

alive and diverse as any tropical coral reef.

Rocky substrate provides a solid base for a whole host of filter feeding 

creatures such as sponges, soft corals and tube worms. Seaweed is 

often found associated with rocky reef, secured to rock surfaces by 

holdfasts. Kelp, in particular, often forms dense forests here. 

Many creatures live on the reef, seeking both protection and a ready 

supply of food. Hermit crabs, sea slugs and starfish hunt for prey such as 

sea anemones, brittlestars and worms, whilst edible sea urchins graze 

upon algae. Wrasse, blennies, rockling and scorpion fish hide amongst 

crevices and seaweed, their cryptic colouration camouflaging them from 

predators.  

Rocky reefs are of considerable conservation importance due to the 

immense diversity they support.
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Kelp Forest

Kelp is a general term used to describe the large brown seaweeds that 

form óunderwater forestsô. Kelp attaches itself to hard substrate, such 

as rock, by a holdfast, a dense bundle of branching rootlets. 

These forests provide a unique habitat, food source and offer 

protection to a wide range of marine creatures. Red seaweeds are 

often found attached to the óstipeô (or stem) of the plant, sea mats 

cover the ófrondsô (or leaves) and mussels, sea anemones and sea 

squirts often live amongst the holdfast. Sea urchins graze the algae 

that attaches to kelp and blue-rayed limpets are often found feeding 

directly on the kelp itself. Kelp forests also provide shelter and 

important nursery areas for many species of fish. Up to 220,000 

juvenile fish have been recorded as sheltering in a single hectare of 

Kelp.

Kelp has a vital role in maintaining the health of our seas. It is fast 

growing and when it dies and decays leaves behind huge amounts of 

organic matter. This matter then acts as a food source for single-celled 

animals and bacteria, which are then consumed by filter feeding 

invertebrates.
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Sand Dunes

Northumberland is home to some of the finest sand dunes in 

the UK. Sand dunes form in relatively exposed areas where 

there is an adequate supply of sand and where winds are 

prevailing. 

These dynamic habitats form a barrier between the land and 

sea, supporting many different species. Marram Grass plays 

a vital role in the colonisation and stabilisation of sand 

dunes as it binds sand together, allowing draught-tolerant 

species to grow and colonise, further stabilising the dunes. 

Once established, sand dunes can provide a haven for 

specialised flowers and insects as well as a relatively 

protected site for ground nesting birds. 

However, sand dunes are susceptible to damage, 

particularly from recreational use. Excessive foot-traffic, for 

instance, can destroy the vegetation that binds sand 

together and cause sand to become loose, destabilising the 

dune.

Sand dunes also act as natural sea defences, helping to 

absorb the seas energy.      

K
irs

te
n
 S

m
ith


