
Yorkshireôs Living Sea
A photo guide  to the marine wildlife of Yorkshire

Kelp Forest Corkwing Wrasse and Edible Sea Urchin

YORKSHIRE

Common Starfish

Protecting Wildlife for the Future
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Yorkshireôs 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 Yorkshireôs waters is Europeôs largest chalk reef, dense forests of Kelp, 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. 

Rob SprayPaula Lightfoot



Chalk Reefs

Yorkshireôs waters play host to Europeôs largest chalk reef, extending from the coastal margin to almost 30m in 

depth. This chalk reef extends for over 6km. Offshore, the chalk forms underwater outcrops, gullies, overhangs, 

platforms and cobble/boulder fields. This range of habitats, combined with the effects of underwater currents, 

support a vast array of marine wildlife. Sponges, sea-mats, sea firs and sea squirts cling to chalk stacks and 

overhangs, creating a óliving turfô which extends to the seafloor. Large beds of both common and horse mussel 

provide feeding grounds for plaice and starfish, whilst the reefs around Flamborough Headland support a large 
number of crabs and lobsters, an important resource for local fishermen.
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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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Sea Caves

Yorkshire is home to the most extensive series of sea 

caves in the UK. The caves are of international 

importance due to the species they support and the 

range of habitats present. Some caves remain 

submerged, others are located above high tide mark 

and many are semi-submerged, emptying and filling 

with each tide.

The sea caves of Flamborough Headland are of 

international importance for their specialist lichen and 

chalk boring micro-algal species. They also provide 

shelter to marine mammals such the Grey Seal. 

Certain caves also provide shelter to breeding birds, 

such as Kittiwakes and Shags. 

Below the surface, the action of strong waves and 

tides provide rich pickings for those filter feeders 

strong enough to óhang onô to the caves-walls. 

Sponges, barnacles and sea squirts exploit this to the 

full. Sea caves also provide shelter and protection for 

animals such as octopi, crabs and lobsters, while 

predatory fish venture inside to hunt for food. 
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Boring Sponge 
Clionia celata

This species is common along the 

Yorkshire coast, boring into soft rocks 

such as chalk and limestone. Sponge 

structures can reach up to 1m in width. It 

is from this óboringô action that the sponge 

gets its name, not from the fact that it is 

dull! 

The majority of the sponge is actually 

hidden within the rock, only yellow óstudsô 

and vents are visible on the rock surface. 

These are the structures which are used 

to filter organic food material from the 

water. 
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Did you know?

It is an acidic by-product of respiration that allows the sponge to bore into soft 

rock.



Beadlet Anemone 
Actinia equina

This species will be familiar to all those who 

have peered into a rockpool. During low tide 

it appears as a óblobô of red jelly, however, 

when submerged in water it transforms into 

a beautiful, yet deadly creature.

The tentacles contain ónematocystsô, 

powerful stinging cells used to stun prey 

such as prawns and fish. 

Beadlet anemones exist in a range of  

colours, green and orange are often found, 

but bright red is by far the most common 

and conspicuous.     
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Did you know?

If two individuals are close enough for 

tentacles to touch a war ensues. óHarpoonsô of 

stinging cells are fired at each other until one 

anemone gives in and retreats. 



Lionôs Mane Jellyfish 
Cyanea capillata

This impressive jellyfish can reach up to 50cm in 

diameter, with tentacles extending up to 3 metres 

from the creaturesôbody.  These jellyfish have a 

powerful sting. When tentacles become detached 

from the body they can often retain their stinging 

potential. 

Lionôs Mane Jellyfish are commonly spotted during 

late summer and autumn when easterly winds drive 

them closer  inshore and subsequently onto 

beaches. Most jellyfish have a complicated life cycle, 

fertilised eggs develop inside the female and are 

released into the water as free swimming larvae. 

These settle upon the sea bed and form polyps. The 

polyps develop into a hydroid colony which 

sometimes takes several years. The hydroid colony 

will then split into miniature jellyfish, which grow and 

begin the cycle again. 
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Did you know?

Jellyfish are the favoured food of Leatherback Turtles, a charismatic but rare visitor to the North Sea. 



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?

Lobsters are 

generally blue in 

colour and only turn 

red when cooked.
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Common Lobster
Homarus gammarus

Another commercially important 

species, the Common Lobster is 

found along the length of the 

Yorkshire coast. 

They tend to live on rocky terrain 

where they seek out caves and 

holes in which to hide. Common 

Lobsters can grow to an 

astonishing 1m in length (although 

such specimens are now rare) and 

may live for more than 50 years. 

They are caught commercially in 

the same way as crabs, although if 

several are left together in a pot for 

too long they may cannibalise 

each other!



Edible Sea Urchin 
Echinus esculentus

This species is common amongst kelp 

forests and rocky reefs. They are 

omnivorous grazers, feeding on both 

seaweed and animals such as 

barnacles. 

Edible Sea Urchins feed using a 

structure called ñAristotleôs Lanternò, 

named after the man himself who first 

described it as looking like a Greek 

lantern. A complex structure of plates 

and muscles support 5 very strong, 

chisel-like teeth that pull, tear and rip 

algae as the urchin grazes. 
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Did you know?

During Tudor times the óroeô, or eggs, of 

the Edible Sea Urchin were considered 

as a delicacy.



Common Starfish
Asterias rubens

This familiar species can be found from the 

intertidal zone down to depths of 400m and 

can grow to an astonishing 50cm in diameter. 

These starfish have an unusual feeding 

method, which involves pushing their 

stomach out through their mouth and 

wrapping it around large prey such as 

mussels, crabs, worms and even other 

starfish, which are then digested externally. 

Starfish have the ability to regenerate arms 

that have been pulled off or damaged. Most 

Common Starfish have five arms, although 

occasionally individuals can be seen with 

more than five. This occurs when two arms 

are accidently regenerated to replace a single 

arm lost to a predator.  
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Did you know?

Starfish have an excellent sense of smell. Using óchemoreceptorsô  located underneath their skin, they follow scent trails 

left by prey. They can even determine the direction of their preyôs escape!
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Bloody Henry 
Henricia sanguinolenta

This rigid starfish, with sandpaper-like skin, gets its 

name from its dramatic colouring, ranging from blood 

red, through to pink and orange. 

They are fairly common in rocky areas swept by 

waves and currents, where they can feed using their 

arms to grab material suspended within the water 

column. They are also known to graze on sponges. 

Two species of Bloody Henry occur in UK waters. 

These are quite difficult to distinguish apart. In areas 

where the two species overlap, true identification can 

only be determined by examining the ódorsal spineletsô 

found on the skin. 

Did you know?

Starfish have no brain and no blood! Their nervous 

system is spread throughout their arms and their blood is, 

in fact, filtered seawater


