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Protecting Wildlife for the Future

Suffolkôs Secret Sea
A photo guide  to the marine wildlife of Suffolk

Lesser Weever Dahlia Anemone and Horse Mussels Bib
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Suffolkôs 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 Suffolk 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, Suffolk is home to some important areas of shingle beach, providing a unique 

home to many species of specialised plants.  

The following guide provides just a small glimpse of the marine wildlife and habitats that can be found under  

Suffolkôs waves. 



Shingle Beaches

Shingle beaches can be home to a wide range of 

specialised insects, plants and birds that are able to 

flourish in the harsh, dry and salty conditions. 

Large shingle beaches are important because they allow 

for the colonisation of plants, a situation that cannot occur 

on smaller, unstable beaches. Plants that live in these 

habitats include the attractive Yellow Horned Poppy found 

commonly on the east coast, the Red Valerian, Sea Kale, 

and the Biting Yellow Stone Crop. Sea Holly (see photo) 

is especially well adapted to this environment as it has a 

thick outer skin on its leaves and stalk which protects 

against sea spray and water loss. 

If you visit a shingle beach you will quickly notice how 

steep they are in comparison with sandy beaches. This 

results from wave action. Waves can easily pass through 

the shingle, resulting in an overall reduction in backwash. 

This causes a large build up of sediment and shingle 

higher up the beach. Over time there is a gradual 

accumulation of material which creates the steep angles 

witnessed. Shingle beaches therefore provide an effective 

natural barrier against the erosive power of the sea. 
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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. 

Sand and Gravel Plains
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Sea Fir Beds
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Sea Fir is the collective name given 

to a class of animals known as 

hydroids. Hydroids belong to the 

same phylum as anemones, corals 

and jellyfish and are the simplest of 

these óstinging-celledô animals. They 

are small, predatory and can live 

both a solitary or colonial existence. 

As shown in the picture, hydroids 

can often resemble plants. 

Sea fir beds provide a ófaunal turfô 

that supports a wide variety of other 

creatures, including worms, small 

crustaceans, sea squirts, molluscs 

and starfish.  



Did you know?

Sixty percent of the Peacock Worm is 

hidden. Buried in the substrate, their 

flexible tube only shows up to 10cm 

above the sand.  

Peacock Worm
Sabella pavonina

The Peacock Worm can grow up to 30cm in 

length. It is a segmented worm that lives in a 

muddy tube, which projects upwards and away 

from the seabed. When feeding the head is 

extended, and two feathery crowns catch 

suspended food particles. When they are 

disturbed, or exposed to the air, the head is 

retracted.

This is one of the most colourful British worms. 

The body can be yellow-orange or purple-grey in 

colour, and the crown is banded with various 

colours.    
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Did you know?

After eating, the Starlet Sea Anemone may temporarily 

change colour.

Starlet Sea Anemone
Nematostella vectensis

Usually found in sheltered lagoons, the Starlet Sea 

Anemone has 16-20 tentacles, which are quite large 

in relation to its body and very sticky. These 

anemones are grey-white in colour, with a bulbous 

middle section and contracting column that it uses 

to burrow into soft mud.

They feed by stretching out their tentacles and 

catching particles that float or swim past. They use 

their tentacles to pass the food particles to their 

mouth, which is situated in the middle of its two 

rings of tentacles. These anemones are very small 

in size, their tentacles usually only reaching 15mm 

in length.  
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Did you know?

When pregnant, a large female can carry up to 20 million eggs.
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The distinctive oval shape and 

ópiecrustô edging of the carapace 

make the Edible Crab unmistakable.  

They live at a wide range of depths, 

in rocky crevices or buried in soft 

sediments. They are also often found 

in rockpools. 

The Edible Crab is a commercially 

important species. They are caught 

using baited pots with a tapered 

aperture that allows the crab to 

squeeze through in one direction 

only. A minimum landing size (of 

140mm carapace width) is enforced 

to help protect stocks for the future.   

Edible Crab
Cancer pagurus



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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