
Protecting Wildlife for the Future

Teessideôs Living Sea 
A photo guide to the marine wildlife of Teesside 
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Common  Starfish Crystal Sea Slug Oaten Pipe Hyrdroid



plaice Pleuronectes platessa (photo Rob Spray) common prawn Palaemon serratus (photo Rob Spray)

Rob Spray

Teesside'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 Teessideôs coastal waters are kelp parks, sandy plains and rocky reefs, all of which 

support a diverse range of species. Crabs, squat lobsters and starfish live alongside beautifully coloured sea 

anemones, sponges and sea slugs. 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 Teessideôs 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. 

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 Park

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

dominate óKelp Parksô. Kelp attaches itself to hard substrate, such as 

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

These parks provide a unique habitat for a wide range of different 

species. Larger animals such as starfish and crabs use the habitat to 

provide both shelter and a hunting ground, whilst sea urchins and 

molluscs graze on algae-covered substrate.  

Kelp parks, differ from kelp forests due to the absence of a dense 

canopy. This allows for the establishment of a lush meadow of red 

seaweeds and results in the establishment of a óliving faunal turfô on 

the seafloor. This consists of creatures such as sea mats, small 

crustaceans, worms, molluscs, sea anemones, sea squirts and 

sponges. 

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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Tees Estuary

The mouth of the River Tees is home to a variety 

of habitats including intertidal mud and sandflats, 

sand-dune systems, saltmarsh and grazing marsh. 

Over the years these areas have been 

dramatically altered by man.  

Around 80% of the silt and sandbank habitat has 

been reclaimed over the last century and a half, 

with areas walled in and pumped full of dredgings 

to create acres and acres of prime industrial real 

estate. The remaining habitat provides home to a 

large and varied bird population, both resident and 

migrant. Common seal are regularly spotted 

breeding on the bank of the Tees.  
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Did you know?

Cephalopods include some of the most intelligent invertebrates.

Little Cuttlefish
Sepiola atlantica

The Little Cuttlefish is the smallest cephalopod to be 

found in the North Sea, averaging 3.5 centimetres in 

length. Cephalopods include cuttlefish, octopus and 

squid. 

Like most cephalopods, the Little Cuttlefish can change 

its colour to suit its background. This is done using 

special cells called óchromatophoresô. 

Little cuttlefish will release small clouds of ink when 

disturbed and spend most of their time almost 

completely buried in sand with just their eyes exposed. 

From here they lie in wait for prey such as small 

crustaceans. 
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Despite looking like a seaweed, Hornwrack 

is in fact a colony of animals belonging to a 

group known as bryozoans.

Bryozoans are stationary colonies of tiny 

animals called zooids. While the majority are 

specialised for feeding, some zooids function 

to attach the colony to the substrate, whilst 

others help with defence. 

Hornwrack is commonly washed up on the 

shore. If you find some, take a closer look 

and you will see the tell-tale mesh-like 

appearance of a bryozoan. Each little 

rectangle is in fact an individual zooid.      

Did you know?

When freshly collected, Hornwrack is said to have the distinctive smell of lemons!
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Hornwrack
Flustra foliacea



Did you know?

Tubularia hydroids are commonly grazed upon by 

the Common Grey Sea Slug, Aeolidia papillosa, 

which deal with the hydroidôs stinging cells by 

incorporating them into their own bodies. 
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Tubularia Hydroid
Tubularia sp. 

Tubularia hydroids belong to the same family 

as sea anemones, corals and jellyfish. Like 

their relatives hydroids possess stinging cells. 

Tubularia hydroids can be found from the 

lower shore to depths of at least 280 metres, 

attached to hard substrates such as rocks 

and wrecks. They often form large 

aggregations here.

These hydroids have long, slender stems 

ending in a single polyp. The polyp displays a 

crown of white tentacles, in the centre of 

which are the oral tentacles surrounded by 

the reproductive cells. These resemble a 

bunch of pink grapes in appearance.
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This large, sturdy sea anemone is one of 

our most beautiful. Colouration ranges 

from white, yellow and red through to 

blue and purple. 

Numerous sticky warts cover the column, 

to which gravel and shell fragments 

adhere, camouflaging the anemone 

against the seabed. When the tentacles 

are retracted, the anemonesô body is 

almost entirely hidden and protected.

The Dahlia Anemone is a fearsome 

predator, feeding on shore crabs, 

prawns, and, surprisingly large fish.   

Did you know?

The Dahlia Anemone can have up to 160 tentacles, arranged neatly in multiples of ten.

Dahlia Anemone
Urticina felina



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



Did you know?

Squat lobsters are more closely related to the hermit crab than the true lobster.

One of our most colourful 

crustaceans, the Spiny Squat 

Lobster has an overall orange-red 

colour with vivid blue streaking. 

They are nocturnal feeders and  

are extremely active at night. 

Spiny squat lobsters are heavily 

predated by many fish species, 

particularly cod. For this reason 

they are shy creatures and often 

hide themselves away in cracks 

and crevices. They can grow up to 

10cm in length. 
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Spiny Squat Lobster
Galathea strigosa



Did you know?

The Common Prawn is one of the few invertebrates to have its hearing studied in detail; it is responsive to frequencies 

between 100Hz and 3000Hz. Comparatively, humans have a hearing range of 20 to 20,000Hz.
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Common Prawn
Palaemon elegans

A familiar sight in rockpools, the Common 

Prawn is a decapod, belonging to the 

same order as crabs and lobsters. 

ñDecapodò literally means óten footedô. 

Common prawns are preyed upon by 

many species, from sea anemones to fish. 

Population levels are highly seasonal, 

peaking in Autumn. Individuals, if they 

survive predation, may live for between 3 

to 5 years. 



Did you know?

Sea slugs canôt see colours or shapes but can sense light using tiny photoreceptors embedded in their skin.
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Lined Polycera
Polycera quadrilineata 

This common nudibranch, or sea slug as itôs 

more widely known, grows to around 4cm in 

length.

They feed on bryozoans, or sea mats, 

particularly species that grow on kelp. Most 

nudibranchs have a preferred prey, which 

often makes locating them a little easier

Lined Polycera can often be found in large 

numbers. They feed using a specialised 

structure called a radula (or órasping 

tongueô), unique to molluscs. This structure 

is composed of many rows of tiny chitinous 

teeth, which are rapidly and continuously 

formed in the radula sac. These teeth are 

used to scrape and cut their desired food. 



Did you know? 

Butterfish spawn during the winter and spring but curiously, it is the male not the female that remains to guard the eggs.

D
e
re

k
 H

a
s
la

m
 

Butterfish or Gunnel
Pholis gunnellus

This eel-like relative of the Wolf-fish can 

grow to 25cm in length and is 

widespread throughout the UK. They 

can often be found in rockpools and are 

mildly variable in colour from dark brown 

to light. Butterfish always have between 

9 and 15 dark spots surrounded by a 

white line down the length of their back. 

This is a key identification feature. 

The name �³Butterfish�´��comes from their 

slippery, scale-less skin, which makes 

picking them up as difficult as trying to 

hold onto a stick of butter!


